
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
                 Ari tapped out an agitated staccato on his parchment, untidily splattering ink all over it, until Rodge reached over and smashed his hand into stillness.  Rodge was bent raptly forward, face trying not to reveal his delight at the exceptional show Master Melkin of Applied Natural Sciences was putting on for them today.
 
                 Perhaps it was just because it was the last day of the semester, but he seemed to be in fine form.  Melkin had quite a reputation for being rather violently charismatic, slamming teaching sticks down, throwing himself around the room in high choler (and usually even higher volume), and flaying students with those keen eyes and a tongue that could shred the intelligence right out of you.   The going rumor was that he’d had a little too many falls as a small infant, but Rodge and Loren, Ari’s friends, found him deeply and satisfyingly hilarious.  No one ever slept in Melkin’s class.
 
                 He paced below them now in the tiered classroom, scathing voice completely belying the cultured silver mane of hair and neatly trimmed beard.  “Just what exactly is it that you use for brains?  Since whatever it is that’s lodged between your ears apparently has no cerebral capabilities?  Do you think this class has been for your entertainment?”  He hadn’t been very pleased with their final exam scores.  
 
                 “Do you think, and I use the verb loosely, that all that’s needed for your future is a little tirna to fill your coinbox?  That your pampered little worlds will continue on, unchanging, into the distant and dreamy eternity of your unjustifiable existences?” he demanded.  “We have spent months learning about a world that you are bent on utterly ignoring!  All of nature points to the stirring of the forces in the south—if they rise in all of their vast and destructive powers, they will burst the deluded bubbles of your lives like a blade through a water bladder!”
 
   While Rodge struggled to control himself, chewing softly on a balled knuckle at this treasure trove of bombast being handed to him, Ari sighed gloomily.  That colorful little description nicely summed up his life already.  Since the break a few months ago during Midwinter Fest, all he’d ever known had become a shadow, some of that ‘deluded reality’ Melkin saw in his half-crazed mind’s eye.  Well, he would no longer be taking it for granted, this life of his that he’d never given a thought to.  He watched the dust motes float through the cavernous classroom, illuminated like visible magic dust by the sunlight pouring through the huge, arched windows.  Outside, Archemounte was in the grip of its brief spring.  Inside, he was dry and cold as winter.
 
   Suddenly, the bells pealed out in inexorable chimes—one of the few things existing that would dare interrupt Melkin.  For a moment, the class sat frozen with anticipation, the Master glaring at them resentfully while the booming echo died away.  Finally, disgusted, he flung up his arm as if to say, “what are you waiting for?!” and whirled away from them in a swirl of black robes.  
 
   In the sudden ruckus of students freed from a year’s worth of bondage, Rodge intoned in a doomsday voice, “Beware the shifting sands to the south…” He and Loren, who’d been sitting on the other side of Ari, exchanged gleeful looks. “Prepare yourselves!  Next semester—here, in Archemounte—the Zombie Invasion of the North as our ancient Enemy rises from their graves…Please,” he finished drolly in his normal voice, “would someone tell me what any of that bilge has to do with natural sciences?”
 
   “Too bad there’s not any Enemy around anymore,” Loren said, stuffing ink and parchment into his bag.  “I’d rather be swordbit than get another essay back from Melkin.”
 
   Rodge looked at him askance.  “You’ve run into too many trees in those back-country jousts.”
 
   Ari grinned.  “There’s no knights in the Empire, Rodge,” he said as Loren snickered.  Rodge had a celestial grade point average—but not from his scores in military history.
 
   Loren, who’d thrown his bag over a shoulder and straightened up, paused, eyes fixing on something below them in the tiered classroom.  “Ho…look at this,” he said softly.  Rodge and Ari, not blessed with his extra few inches, raised up on tiptoe to see what he was looking at.  
 
   There, just coming to a halt at the Master’s desk in the front of the room, was a lithe, savage-looking man in fitted black traveling leathers.  Short, dark hair covered his fine head, his deeply tanned face narrow and hawkish.  He moved with the grace of a woodsman, the worn breeches sliding over long, powerful legs, the muscular arms and chest bare under his vest despite Archemounte’s crisp spring air.  And slung below his trim waist…were double-hipped swords.
 
   “How,” Rodge breathed in frank and derisive amazement, “does Moony Melkin know a Dra?”  Ari’s mouth fell open.  Below them, the frenzied dash of exiting youth had changed to a barely excusable, rubber-necking shuffle, all of them apparently wondering the same thing.  For all the scorn and dislike and fascination and derision that the Master held in the popular imagination, no one would ever have dreamed he had such unlikely contacts. Eccentric? Yes.  Deranged, unhinged, unfriendly?  Definitely.  But to consider he had a regular life, let alone an interesting one, outside the classroom?  Never.  Ari and Loren and Rodge dallied right along with everyone else, craning their necks and ogling the visitor as casually as possible as they crept in micro-motion down the steps and out the door.
 
   “Wonders never cease,” Rodge said blankly once they were out in the hallway.  He was much smarter than either Ari or Loren, but he didn’t look it with his finger wiggling around in his ear like that.  Rodge actually had never been overly concerned with looks.  He may have felt his lank black hair, tendency to spots, and shockingly scrawny physique made it a waste of time.
 
   “Maybe Melkin hired him to assassinate the headmaster,” Loren mused with indecent hope under his breath.  He’d recently been in the presence of that august personage for, really, a minor infraction, and hadn’t had much good to say about him since.
 
   Rodge snorted.  “More likely, a price has been put on Melkin’s head by some of those failing Blood that don’t know how they’re gonna break that particular news to Mummy and Daddy…”  The boys grinned.  They made their way through the crowded halls, full of jostling, exuberantly liberated fellow students, and out through the great arch of the double doors.  Outside, the Great Square was in the full throes of spring, oaks and maples and elms bordering it in leafy dress, ivy clambering thickly over the dignified stone of all the old buildings.  The Imperial University was the pride of the North (one of several, actually), and it had been built accordingly.  The students, for the most part, were among the wealthiest and most important children in the Empire.
 
   Several of these paragons of prestige were currently rolling around in the muddied grass nearby, surrounded by several cheering—or jeering, depending on their affiliation—classmates.  Some self-designated herald was helpfully alerting the general public with the cry of “Fight! Fight!” and Ari and his friends swerved over to see how it was going.  Fourth year fights were usually pretty good, a lot of the older students having enrolled in defense classes by that time, but even first year scraps could be entertaining if there were country boys involved.
 
   The fight was more of a jubilant roughhouse than a display of skill, and they’d just turned around to make their way out of the crowd when they ran into Irelle.  As one unit, they lurched to a halt—she was far and above the prettiest girl in school, and definitely not one to casually pass without an attempt at conversation.
 
   “Hi, Loren,” she said.  All the girls knew Loren.  He was tall and good-looking, blond- haired and blue-eyed, and had that square-jawed, boyish smile thing going for him.
 
   “Hi,” he said casually, as if he hadn’t given her a thought all year.  They talked nonchalantly of summer plans and coming back next year while Ari’s mouth went dry and he wished himself into the ground.  Girls were surely the most amazing, attractive, destructive force in the universe, and right now he wanted nothing to do with them.  They always gave him that look…half-curious, half-revolted, or at least that’s the way he saw it.  Sure enough, in a pause in the conversation, Irelle flicked her cute eyes at him, taking in the dark skin and burnished red hair that was totally out of place here in the northern Empire.  He kept his eyes lowered—and not just out of shyness.  They were a vivid bluish-green, and he felt really attracted far more attention than he was comfortable with.
 
   “Well, we’ve gotta be going,” Loren drawled easily, moving off at the head of his friends to a chorus of soft “Bye, Loren.”  He sighed contentedly once they’d broken out of the growing crowd.  Rodge looked at him in disgust.
 
   “Must be nice to be blond and beautiful and rich and Landed,” he accused him sarcastically.
 
   “It is,” Loren confessed, affectedly running a hand through his hair.  Rodge and Ari looked at each other.  They were his best friends, and it was for his own good.  They jumped him.
 
   “Hey!” he protested, but the rest of his commentary was muffled in grunts and laughter and thuds as the three tussled and wrestled and thumped each other across the Square and up the two flights in the boys’ dormitories to their room.  They were out of breath and still deep in noisy and good-natured abuse when they hit their door—literally, sort of bouncing off of it as their entwined body mass misjudged the distance.  Ari, who with one arm was affectionately choking off Loren’s air, had the most limbs free and kicked open the door.
 
   At which all three instantly froze, Rodge, whose arm was twisted up behind his back, abruptly terminating his yowl of protest.  For a second they just stood, wound up together, staring and panting.
 
   “We’ve been violated,” Rodge cried, disentangling himself.  Their room was total chaos.  Drawers were open and their contents strewn about.  Ari’s bed was smashed and Loren’s mattress sliced so that the bedraggled straw from start of term protruded limply.  A window stood open, the spring breeze toying with their exposed things, and Rodge marched indignantly over to slam it shut.
 
   “Who would do this?” he demanded angrily, peering out through the glass as if he could catch sight of the perpetrator.  Ari and Loren followed more slowly, dazed.  Things like this didn’t happen in the country, even on a big estate like Harthunters.
 
   Behind them, the door swung shut.
 
   In the split second it took to turn around, Ari felt the hairs on the nape of his neck come up.  That door never closed on its own.  Even with a good, firm tug they had trouble getting it to latch sometimes.  He and Loren, who’d grown up hunting and camping in the wilds of the Northern back-country, whirled around.  But they’d never been the hunted before, and they just stood there dumbly, wondering why a strange man was standing in the corner of their room.
 
   He didn’t look like a burglar.  He didn’t look interesting at all, actually, being rather middle-aged, with a stubble of beard shadow and the air of a common man; his voice could have belonged to any laborer off the streets of Archemounte.  In fact, the only thing remarkable about him was his eyes, which were sharp, flat, and unreadable.  Like the eyes of the peddlers that came to Harthunters every turn of the seasons.
 
   “I saw your door open,” he explained.  “He was just jumping out the window when I came in.  I must have scared him off.”
 
   “Ah!” Rodge jumped and spun around at the sound of the stranger’s voice, staring at him with considerable distrust.  “Who are you?”
 
   He didn’t say anything.  What he did do was incalculably worse—he started walking towards them, slowly and purposefully.  It was so unreal, so outside any of the boys’ experience, that they just stood there, bewildered.  Before the strangeness of it could really register, several things seemed to happen all at once.
 
   The door to their room was flung open and the dark, lean, leather-clad stranger that had come to see Melkin earlier was suddenly filling the room.  The commoner, whom the boys had tumbled onto as acting rather suspicious, whirled around and instantly lunged toward him with reflexes the average streetsweeper would be very proud of.
 
   The Dra glided into him and did something violent and permanent—the stranger suddenly spasmed into a hunch and then slowly collapsed until he lay sprawled over a pile of Loren’s dirty tunics.  Into the shocked silence came a thunk—later determined to be Rodge fainting, hitting Loren’s disgorging mattress like a dead fish.
 
   As if this wasn’t enough activity, Melkin, still in his black velvet Master’s robes, swirled noiselessly into the arena, shutting the door behind him and sweeping the contents of the room with eyes like cold iron.  They were grey, Ari noted numbly, which wasn’t apparent from the top row of seats in a classroom, and sharp as a blade.  His lined face was tense, but he gave the boys—the conscious ones—a black scowl that suggested he didn’t appreciate their shenanigans.  Before he could say anything, his Dra companion dropped smoothly into a crouch, sure hands beginning a chillingly expert search of the awkward, silent body just added to the laundry pile.
 
   It only took a second and then he rose with a dagger in his brown, long-fingered hands.  He and Melkin exchanged a look as he gravely handed it to him.  “Sheelsteel,” he said quietly, his voice deep and rich in his expressionless face.  Ari stared at him, half-admiring, half-horrified at his composure.  His eyes were almost black, glittering and powerful in the still, hatchet face.  He was really only a medium-sized man, but Ari had never known anyone to so thoroughly occupy space.  He was so caught up in the sense of power and danger coming off the man that it took him a minute to realize what he’d said.  Sheelsteel?  Sheelsteel came from the vast desert to the south of the Empire, an alloy used only in the Enemy’s weapons.  Where would a Northerner get that kind of blade?  It’s not like it was valuable, being way inferior to strong Northern steel.
 
   “This is Dra Kai,” the Master introduced him absently, his attention focused intently on the dagger blade he was drawing from its sheath.  Over and over he turned it in his hands, eyes narrowing.  They hardened as he looked up.  “Who’s your friend?” he asked softly, voice like sandpaper.
 
   Ari and Loren blinked at him.  They looked at the man on the floor that was lying so still.  Then they looked at Rodge, who was never at a loss for words…unless he was unconscious.  Then they looked at each other, until finally Melkin bellowed, “ANSWER ME!”
 
   They both jumped and Loren immediately began to babble, “We don’t know, Master Melkin, sir, we just walked in and he was here and the room was all a mess—”
 
   “You’ve never seen him before?” Melkin barked.
 
   “No!” Loren exclaimed, and would’ve continued, now that he had some momentum built up, except that Melkin cut him off.
 
   “Ari?” he demanded.
 
   “No, sir.” Ari tried not to sound as bewildered as he felt.  Both of the men facing him had rather uncomfortably penetrating eyes.  Although for all of Melkin’s noise, it was the Dra that seemed to dominate the general surroundings.
 
   Melkin glared at them for a moment, looking disgusted, then shared a quick look with the bronzed, muscled man next to him.  They seemed to agree on something.  Without a word, the Dra turned and knelt.  He tossed the body of the intruder up over a broad shoulder as if it was made of straw and slipped soundlessly out of the room.  It was a little surreal.  If Melkin hadn’t still been there, colder and more business-like than they’d ever seen him at the front of the classroom, the boys might have thought they’d dreamed it.
 
   “All right,” he grated out, piercing eyes boring into them.  “I want you to think.  By some misguidance of the gods you’ll be thrust out into the world as adults in a couple years, so start flaming acting like it.  That man didn’t drop by to check out the view.  Why was he here?” he snapped.
 
   The boys gawked.  Rodge moaned in the background, coming to.  It was the start of a very long night.
 
   Ari, lying sleepless on the floor hours later, still couldn’t quite believe it was all happening.  Melkin had brought them down to his office, interrogating them for hours, first individually, then together, then in pairs, then singly again—until it was obvious that despite his suspicions, even he was struggling to make anything reasonable out of the whole incident.
 
   Rodge had been dismissed first.  He was so unburdened with affluence that he had to scribe every spare moment just to scrape together tuition each semester.  He certainly didn’t have anything of value.  His parents were equally uninteresting.  Granted, they both worked in the Courts of Justice, but they were scribes, not even directly involved with Cases of Judgment.
 
   Loren, of course, was the most likely suspect to be a victim of crime, being of Landed blood and due to inherit Harthunters one day.  But the estate was almost a week’s ride away and he hadn’t brought anything of value to University with him.  As far as he knew, there were no enemies of the family, either.   His father, Lord Harthunter, was just and generous, as affable and well-liked as Loren.
 
   And that left Ari, who was inexplicably the last to be released by a Master almost frothing with frustration.  He would have thought he’d be the least likely to attract such unwholesome attention.  He had absolutely nothing to his name, did his best to avoid almost everyone but his roommates, and didn’t even have a family.  But Melkin wanted to hear his short, simple life story over and over, glaring at him the more keenly with every repetition.  There’d been a few years he barely remembered with the Illian nuns, then Lord Harthunter had run across him on a hunting trip in the southern Empire and adopted him, an orphan without a single bit of historical interest to his name, as a brother for Loren.
 
   What a bizarre coincidence, Ari thought as he lay staring into the dark and listening to Rodge snore.  That such an unwelcome probe into his personal life should afflict him just as he’d become so agonizingly aware of it himself.  Unbidden, Mistress Harthunter’s harping voice came echoing through his mind as it had a thousand times since that day over Midwin.
 
   “It’s time he moved on, Herron.  Your One Great Deed has been more than satisfied, and we are spending money on him that should be going to other purposes.”
 
   “He’s like our own son,” Lord Harthunter had protested in his warm, mild voice. “And a wonderful companion to Loren—”
 
   “He’s a TROUBLEMAKER and drags Loren into it with him!  He is not the kind of companion the future master of Harthunters needs, a penniless parasite that will be forever attached to his coinpurse…”
 
   “I think Loren’s actually more at fault for their trouble,” Ari had heard Lord Harthunter chuckling.  Their voices had faded out behind Ari as he strode quickly away, so shocked he could hardly breathe.  It had never occurred to him that he wasn’t wanted, that he was a burden, that he was ever anything less than Loren’s brother.
 
   It had taken him the last several months to come to terms with it.  He was never going back, ever.  And Loren…well, Loren would never understand.
 
   But now, incredibly, he’d been given a respite from having to come up with a believable  excuse, which had been looking increasingly impossible the closer they got to end of term.  Melkin had decided to keep them in sight this summer, all of them—on his summer sabbatical trip.  Ari was still stunned; Rodge had been furious when his parents gushingly agreed, but Ari felt nothing but relief.  Cravenly, of course, because it meant he wouldn’t have to tell Loren a single thing for several months.  And who knew what kind of opportunities might present themselves as excuses in the course of such a trip?
 
   He shifted uneasily on the stone floor.  Melkin had done little more than throw some old skins down for them, but Ari’d spent more nights than he could count sleeping out on hard ground.  It wasn’t his bed making him restless…he’d seen a warm, living person turned into a cold corpse before his eyes today.  By a Dra, no less.  A living person that had meant them serious harm, judging by Melkin’s innuendos.  And then there was Melkin, who was somehow in cahoots with said Dra, and who for some reason was deeply and intensely involved in their suddenly flipped-over world.  If he was at all the sort of person you could have a normal conversation with, there were several things Ari would have liked to ask him. Not the least of which was…what that intruder was doing with Sheelsteel.
 
      “Where are we going?” Rodge demanded irritably, a little out of breath because they were climbing the steep hill of the Mounte.  His travelsack jounced around on his skinny shoulders, a toothcleaner threatening to fall out one side and the toe of spare hose dangling out the other.  There had been little improvement in his mood overnight, despite the stone floor, terrifying interview, and traumatic events of the preceding hours, and he’d been clearly articulating why to anyone who would listen.  He’d be copying Mathematics and Physics scrolls all through the next semester to make up for this summer.  His parents were spineless sycophants for rolling over like trained pooches and gushing that their son had been invited to accompany his ‘esteemed professor’ on a research trip.  But loudest of all was his pronouncement that he HATED Applied Natural Sciences and had never spent a night outdoors in his life.
 
   “Maybe to the Palace,” Loren said eagerly.  As far as he was concerned, he and Ari would’ve spent the whole summer camping out and adventuring anyway—he’d agreed to Melkin’s announcement with perhaps unseemly enthusiasm, given the circumstances.
 
   Rodge scowled at him.  “Oh, doubtless.  I’m sure Queen Sable’s got nothing better to do than entertain demented subjects who fancy themselves Imperial Investigators and bestow her blessing on a trio of enslaved University students.  This isn’t exactly a quest for the honor and glory of the Empire, gravy-head—we’re probably going to be studying toad droppings.”
 
   “Why else would we climb Palace Hill?” Ari asked logically.  “We’d go around if we were trying to leave town by any of the Gates.”  If he thought logic would be soothing to Rodge’s outraged sense of justice, he was mistaken.  You could have grilled a steak with the look he was shot.
 
   “I wonder if she’ll have the Diamond Scepter,” Loren rattled on insensitively.  “I’ve heard it shoots rainbows in a thousand different directions when the sun hits it…”
 
   “That’s because it’s glass,” Rodge snapped in atrocious temper, “and that would be the prism effect—which you would know if you ever paid attention in Physics.”
 
   “It’s a Diamond!” Loren, a devout Marekite, insisted.  “Everyone knows it’s a triele.”
 
   “Do you honestly think the gods need stones to channel their power?”
 
   This might have gone on ‘til the next Age had they not topped out on the Mounte…and taken the unmistakable turn towards the Palace Grounds.  Loren’s face lit up in delight.  Rodge looked almost comically astounded, which he quickly changed back to a scowl.
 
   Ari, grinning, quickened his pace to catch up with Melkin and Kai, who were striding ahead over the rough cobblestones.  Kai looked the same this morning—lethal—but Melkin had traded his rich robes for a traveler’s cloak, already stained and well-worn.  With old boots on his feet and his grey hair whipped by the wind, he looked like he’d already been on the road for weeks.
 
   As the guards waved them through the gates and into the leafy forests of the Grounds, Ari gazed around in respectful awe.  There’d been a huge controversy over the new Palace.  When tottering old King Carnelian had finally tottered over, the Imperial Council had leapt at the opportunity to update the Empire’s image for the new, young Queen.  This had been years before Ari and Loren had started University, but they’d been afflicted with the whole saga in History of the Modern North.  The Traditionalists had lost out overwhelmingly to the Progressives, and the old timber and stone survive-a-siege style fortress was torn down.  The new Palace was built using new technology, blocks lighter and cheaper than marble but the same look.  Wouldn’t stop an arrow, they said, but scored high in aesthetic value.  New, park-like Grounds filled in the moats, new statues and poet’s squares graced ground where the crumbling old walls had stood guard for centuries, and the old strictures about having nothing around to catch fire...well, it was a new Age, after all, and the Enemy was long gone.
 
                 The main, top-most Palace turret came into view with the huge red flag of the Imperial North snapping awesomely from its peak.  In the flag’s center, in bold, conical white, the outline of the Triple Mountain was stitched.  Below it, on another turret, flew a dark blue banner crossed with silver swords—and Ari remembered with a start that the King of Merrani was in town.
 
   There was another brief stop at the Gate to the Inner Keep, where one of the guards curled his lip as Kai passed, then they were entering a busy world of walls and gardens and courtyards and gates, all of it glass-smooth white stone and spring greenery.  Everywhere, Palace officials in the snow and scarlet scurried busily around on the thousand different errands and duties that kept the Realm running.
 
   “Harthunters isn’t even this busy on feast days,” Loren whispered, awed, to Ari.  Fond as he was of the estate, Ari figured the Imperial Palace of the North probably had an edge on it, both in duties and acreage. 
 
   They came up behind Melkin and Kai, stopped at a side door in the shadow of one of the soaring white walls.  The boys crowded close up on them excitedly, but neither of the men seemed particularly affected—oddly at ease, in fact.  Ari felt like a country yokel.  Once they entered the Palace proper, he had to keep reminding himself to close his gaping mouth.
 
   Inside, deep carpets of Imperial scarlet sank beneath their rough boots.  Walls of alabaster white filled their view, their endless corridors full of fabulous, fantastic works of art.  There were priceless Cyrrhidean vases with colors so brilliant they looked like bits of jewels.  Light glinted off the real copper woven into tapestry-quality Aerach rugs, making them glint like they were aflame.  A sumptuously detailed, damascened blade of some Great Hero hung encased in glass, the scabbard encrusted with enough gems to set Ari up for several lifetimes.
 
   Distracted, staring, whispering, the boys almost ran into Melkin and Kai.  They were stopped again, this time before an ornate, opalescent set of doors that arched into a graceful point over their heads.  Melkin was growling something tersely to one of the guards.  Dra Kai, silent and motionless beside him, looked rather barbaric in this setting, what with his bare bronze arms and brief, close-fitting clothing.  The guard talking to Melkin turned away, looking disdainful, and headed pompously off down a side hall.  As they all waited for him to return, the boys eyed the remaining guard in a very one-sided scrutiny.  These were Queensguard, an elite bunch never seen by the public unless the Queen herself was out on display, and they came with the appropriate high self-regard.  Their tunics were blinding white leather, undertunics and breeches deep red, and the Triple Mountain in silver on their collars. A beautifully draped scarlet cloak hung from this one’s shoulders, and silverwork gleamed ostentatiously in the light of the gas lanterns.
 
   Ari was still gazing at him, envious and wondering what it took to be a Royal Guard, when the other guard returned.  He gazed down his nose at them, saying curtly and without much support for the idea, “She’ll see you now.”  And before Ari could really get a grasp on what exactly that implied, the door had been opened.  They were ushered into a small sitting room—which, as it already held two of the largest men he’d ever seen, promptly shrank around him.
 
   As they entered, someone was saying in a deep, amused voice, “Whoever told you that is slipperier than fish eggs, Sable.”
 
   It was one of the men, but Ari’s eyes slid promptly off of him, mind sucked clean of coherent thought by the sight of the slim young woman standing nearby.  Seeing her from a distance on Parade didn’t do the Queen of the North justice.  She looked like a young girl as she stood quietly by the one window, hands around a cup of tea, her dark brown hair jumbled in glossy waves around her shoulders.  Technically, she was a young girl.  Her dress was southern Empire, simple cotton and plain white, though there was delicate embroidery on the hem and wide sleeves.  Her clear complexion and the wide eyes of pansy blue, in combination with her loose hair, made her look about sixteen.  The boys, all having adopted identical frozen positions pressed against one wall, gawked.
 
   Near her, long legs stretched casually out in front of him as he rested on the window ledge, was a gigantic man who could only be the King of the Eastern Seas.  Stormy grey-blue eyes looked out of a face like weathered wood.  Thick, dark waves of hair, shot at the temples with silver, crested over his big forehead.  It covered the bearded jaw, too, which had the durable look normally attributed to granite.  Ari thought instantly that he looked exactly like a King should: wise, noble, solemn, strong.
 
   An impression immediately marred by his huge guffaw at something the Queen said.  The entire room shook, reverberating off Ari’s eardrums like a bell had clanged next to him.  “And did you tell him that?” he demanded, at a decibel level that was surely making Melkin envious.
 
   “Oh, nevermind, Kane,” she answered crossly.  “We’ll talk about it later.” And then so smoothly there was hardly a pause, she turned to say, “Good morning, Master Melkin.  School out?”
 
   Melkin grunted at her exactly as he would a trying student, and while the boys’ eyes bulged at this familiarity, Melkin pulled something from the folds of his traveling cloak and handed it to her.
 
   She took it blankly—it was the dagger Kai had pulled off the boys’ intruder—while Melkin gave a few terse words of explanation.
 
   “Kai found two cutthroats lurking around the University yesterday afternoon.  We barely stopped a third from committing the unthinkable in these boys’ room.  He had this little trinket on him.”
 
   Sable’s clear eyes lifted in surprise to the three subjects decorating her wall, who were also surprised.  Melkin had not shared the fact that their intruder had come with friends.  For a moment, dead silence reigned, and a tight little frown began to pucker her brows.  King Kane took the knife from her loose fingers, lifting it to turn it thoughtfully in the light from the window.
 
   “This is Sheelsteel,” he said, almost accusingly.  His voice had dropped to a menacing growl, the formidable chin jutting, the dark eyes hostile.  The boys quailed.  Merranics were said to fear nothing on the battlefield—a trait most Northerners attributed to lack of discernment.  Ari was a bit more forgiving normally, but the combination of size and proximity was altering his view.
 
   Sable looked between the three men, to the knife, then back to the men.  “Oh, no.  Don’t,” she implored them.  “This is quite serious enough on its own without all your paranoid superstitions warping things out of proportion…no doubt this is an old relic from someone’s grandfather.  There’s all kinds of steel lying around the Empire from the Wars—”
 
   “Anything else?” Kane interrupted her to ask Dra Kai.  She rolled her eyes.
 
   The Dra shrugged, but Melkin said, “One of them carried a purse full of tirna stamped with the Ramparts, but anyone doing business in the south of the Empire could carry the same.”
 
   Sable looked at him approvingly for saying something reasonable.  “Why the University?  Why these boys?” she asked crisply.
 
   Said boys’ ears perked up and they held their breath, wondering if their Master had come to any conclusions they didn’t know about.
 
   “Search me,” Melkin growled, glaring dourly at them.  “I spent a good part of the evening trying to discover some kind of connection or a motive, and came up with only three empty-headed adolescents.”
 
   “Still,” Kane said slowly, deep voice thrumming through the room, “it’s a bad time for the Enemy’s weapons to be showing up…regardless of where—or when—they’re from.”
 
   Sable looked at them firmly.  “Please do not tell me you’re going to lay this alongside your improbable collection of evidence…”  Both men avoided the question—also her eyes—Melkin frowning blackly at the thick carpet, Kane turning his attention back to the knife.  She looked from one to the other and then turned deliberately to Dra Kai.  “How do you read this?” she asked calmly.
 
   The boys’ eyebrows rose.  Drae weren’t exactly the cream of society—they were surprised he was even present.
 
                 He was either unaware or uncaring of his social status, looking quite unperturbed at being in the presence of so much high rank.  His dark eyes gleamed in his expressionless face, and the light picked out the hard edges of muscle in his crossed arms.  He looked patently out of place in the fussy sitting room, like a drawn sword laid out amongst children’s clothes.  
 
    “This is White Asp work,” he answered quietly, deep voice seeming to reverberate in the small room.   
 
   Both monarchs looked at him sharply.  “Not again,” Sable said, so low it was almost a whisper.  She shot Melkin and Kane a hard look, chiding them, “Any trouble involving the Asps is of much more tangible and pressing concern than the ghosts you three are chasing.”
 
                 Kane shot her an avuncular frown, then pressed Kai, “You’re sure?”
 
   “You’re wrong,” Melkin interrupted, flatly accusing Sable and further upsetting the boys on the wall.  She raised her delicate brows.  “Mercenaries will be the least of your troubles if the south rises again.”  
 
   Silence like a tomb filled the room, which was suddenly an airless prison.  Ari gulped, feeling himself starting to sweat.  This was the same stuff Melkin ranted about in class occasionally—the main reason he was considered a little off his rocker.  He couldn’t believe he spouted it to the Queen.
 
   Sable sighed softly, lips turning up a little.  “Well,” she said with bright sarcasm, “I assume you’ve brought these young men to me for protection from further heinous acts foreshadowing the downfall of the Empire?”
 
   His silvery brows frowned darkly at her, but he didn’t respond for several seconds.  When he did speak, he seemed more reluctant than angry.  “No…actually, I’m taking them with me.”
 
   “Taking them,” the Queen repeated.  “Taking them where?”
 
   He was definitely reluctant.  “To Addah.”
 
   The Thrones of the North and Merrani stared at him.  Sable arched a graceful brow.
 
   “Addah?  Whatever for?  I can’t believe you’re in the mood for a vacation in the Wolflands now.”  
 
   “Because I’m guessing that’s going to be the best place to unearth the old stories of Montmorency…and the Empress.”
 
   If the wall hadn’t been holding him up, Ari was sure he would’ve fallen.  The Empress?
 
   “You must be joking,” Sable said, dead-pan.  “The legend of the Empress?  What next?  The Swords of Light swooping down to help us ward off the endless armies of Enemy??”  Her voice changed a trifle, “Look, I started down this path because you said some things that made sense.  But if you’re going to start delving into, literally, storytales—”
 
   But Kane was looking very serious.  “The Five Hundred Years of Peace,” he inserted into the Queen’s tirade of disbelief.  Her head spun to look at him, pretty mouth dropping open.
 
   “That’s ancient history!” she protested.  “More tale than truth!  The last great battle of the Ages of War—a legend of prophesied peace—I don’t even remember it.”
 
   “Me neither,” Melkin said grimly.  “And it’s not written up in a single chronicle, not a word in all the Histories.  How can that be?”  He shot her an accusing look.
 
   She made a face at him.  “Are you serious?  I’ve been on the Throne seven years, Melkin—it’s not like I was responsible for keeping all the histories these past centuries.”
 
   “So…” Kane mused, thumbing his lip thoughtfully.  “You’re going to where history is still oral.”
 
   “Merranic history is still oral, and a sight better than any flaming Illian’s,” a voice like good-natured thunder rumbled from behind them all.  The boys jumped, having completely forgotten the other man in the room.  He was probably the largest human they’d ever seen, and was presently crammed into one of the flowered armchairs.  One pinky was wedged tightly into the ungenerous handle of a tiny teacup, which he was absently trying to shake off.  His hair and beard were so brown, stiff, and abundant that they almost obscured his face.
 
   “Well,” Sable said dryly.
 
   “Our relations with the Illians were never as good as the North’s,” Kane explained, a little apologetically.   
 
   “Not enough diplomacy,” Sable said archly.
 
   “Not enough greed,” he shot back.  “Do you remember any more of the story, Banion?”
 
   There was a pause while the over-strained chair let out a peep of protest, then the bristles on the behemoth parted in a wolfish grin.  “No.  Most of our history concerns the Battle.  We’re not so interested in peace.”
 
   “Exactly,” Melkin ground out, voice rough and gravelly after all the smooth Merranic baritones.  “So, I’m off to the High Wilds, and they’re coming with me.”  He jerked his thumb at the boys.
 
   “Take Banion along,” Kane offered.  “You never know what you might meet up with in the Wastes.”
 
   Melkin’s face lightened and he muttered a gruff thanks.
 
   “Wait a minute,” Sable begged.  “Before you all go galloping off over the horizon, what about the problem in front of us?  How are you going to protect these boys in the wild, on the trail?  The danger to them is a definite, if ill-understood, reality.  Their connection to a Realms-wide threat is nothing but conjecture.  The threat itself is nothing but conjecture.”  She looked at the men firmly, and Ari could almost feel Rodge silently applauding.  He, on the other hand, was a little confused. What connection did he and Loren and Rodge have to a threat to the Realms?  What threat?  The White Asps?
 
   “Evidence is mounting.” Kane looked belligerent.
 
   “Half-truths and echoes of legends,” she said crisply.  She looked like a doll next to him, tiny and delicate, but she didn’t show any signs of being intimidated.  “We can’t stop our lives and run into hiding at every conspiracy theory that we arrange facts to support—”
 
   “If you’d brush off the Histories—the real ones, not the milksop they feed at the University—you’d have a little better appreciation for what’s imperiling your Empire,” Melkin snapped.  The boys’ jaws dropped.  In the silence, to their amazement, their Queen looked as chastised as any classmate.
 
   “I did promise I’d do that,” she murmured.  There was a moment’s silence.  Ari felt sweat trickling down the back of his shirt.  Would this never end?
 
   “Well,” she finally allowed.  “You must do what you must.  But I want to send Cerise with you.  She can keep me abreast of those minute little changes in the course of human history that you don’t seem to have time to pass along…”  She held up a hand as Melkin, whose face mirrored the outraged horror in Ari’s mind, opened his mouth to protest.  She?
 
   “I know what you’re going to say,” she cut him off, “but I assure you, she is a very accomplished horsewoman and extremely skilled in both diplomatic and survival skills.  She won’t hold you up.  Besides,” she overrode him again, this time with a touch of iron in her voice, “I wish it.”
 
   Open rebellion raged across Melkin’s face.  “She obeys me implicitly!” he finally bit off. 
 
   “Of course,” Sable agreed graciously.  “I’m sure, my dear Master Melkin, that it will be a short term arrangement, anyway.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   Cerise met them outside.  Sable had given them all the choice of a mount from the Royal Stables, and the Master of Horse had just shown them the herd when the Queen’s lady-in-waiting marched briskly up to them.  Cool and impersonal, she introduced herself, offered a meaningless smile and ran a quick, assessing eye over them.  She had the typical sharp features and light coloring of the North, an athletic air, and to Ari’s eye, quite a significant self-esteem.
 
   Melkin had six words for her—their names—and then announced to the group in general, “Meet in the courtyard in 5 minutes.”
 
   “At least there’s a girl along,” Rodge said, marginally less glum as they all split off to choose their horses.  The three boys were distracted for moment, watching as Cerise led out a tall, flashy mare and expertly threw a long leg over its back, mounting up.  The thought didn’t hearten Ari at all.  Those creatures were never anything but trouble—girls, not mares.  But even his mood improved when he and Loren both found half-Aerachs in amongst the herd.  Lord Harthunter had kept a good stable, but even he couldn’t afford Aerach blood. 
 
   It was late morning before they joined the traffic headed down Palace Hill, Melkin in the lead with Kai on foot beside him.  The horses were loaded down with a couple weeks’ provisions, and greatcloaks, each worth a nobleman’s ransom, were rolled up behind their saddles for the cold embrace of northern nights.  
 
   Strips of rubber had been laid over the cobblestone on this side of the hill, traction for the ice and snow that the city inevitably succumbed to the majority of the year, and they jounced and jarred down the face of it.  Judging from Rodge’s flying knees and elbows and sick look, the mottled black and white pony he’d chosen wasn’t a particularly smooth ride.  Ari happily patted the glossy neck of his brown gelding.  He’d probably never be on this quality of horseflesh again, and he reveled in the smooth, liquid, eager energy under him.
 
   Once they hit lower Archemounte, with its wagon traffic and crush of pedestrians, its occasional Troop of Imperial Guard, its mounted nobles and wealthy vendors and footsore tradesmen from all over the Empire, their progress slowed considerably.  The North was the heart of the Realms, and Archemounte the heart of the North—a phrase one heard all the time, Northerners being a modest bunch.  When he and Loren had first gotten to University, there had been a mandatory orientation tour of the city for those from out of town.  For hours they had walked all over this area, the guide pointing out in excruciating detail the huge, columned Courts, the Temple of Marek, and the Market Hall—where more tirna changed hands in a day than the average man saw in his entire life.  She’d made them look at the architectural euphoria of the arched Chambers of music and drama and public meeting, and at the long, multi-entranced tradehouses where the blood of commerce could flow and be taxed, regulated, and distributed to Northerner hearts’ content.  She’d raved about the exciting new technology of the covered drainage and gas and water and sewer pipes, and wasn’t this the most sophisticated, advanced city in the world?  Ari, who saw nothing but a seething mass of largely unwashed, unsavory humanity and a stifling press of very large, impractically white buildings, had felt like his fingernails were being torn out.
 
   Months along in their relationship, he still disliked the city.  It took them hours to get through it, unfortunately, and according to his stomach, it was well after lunch before they finally passed through the two tall, slender posts that were all that was left of the deep walls and thick gates of Old Archemounte.  It was the only one of the gates left even in part, gates being considered too restrictive for the new Archemounte—whether to ideas or the passage of coin was never specified.
 
   They could move out much more rapidly once through the gates, the crowds thin here on the periphery and the Northern King’s Way stretching out broad and smooth in front of them.  Ari wanted a nice, invigorating gallop so bad he could taste it, but it seemed like it might be a bit conspicuous at the moment to go suddenly tearing off down the road.  Cerise had moved up peremptorily behind the Master and Kai, and Banion had dropped to the rear.  The Merranic’s enormous bulk almost overflowed even the plow horse-sized creature he was riding.
 
   As the countryside around them opened up into peaceful fields and quiet, industrious little towns, the rhythm of travel quickly settled in, and Ari found his mind wandering, chewing on all the recent puzzles thrown his way.  Why was Melkin interested in old stories of the Empress?  It was surprising enough to find he had any kind of life outside his tyranny of the classroom, but now it turned out his fanatical, laughable obsession with the Enemy in the south overflowed into Royal politics.  Where it had other followers.  If he wasn’t mistaken, King Kane had not been laughing when Melkin mentioned the Enemy, the south, ancient legends...or the Empress.
 
   Hers was an old, old story—from long before there were even the Swords of Light.  She was a nameless, faceless warrior, fighting the Enemy back in the long centuries when they overran the Realms, but mostly known for her mercy, her healings, her miraculous deeds amongst the poor.  She existed now as a symbol of deliverance and solace, a mythic figure of power and peace.  Her legend hadn’t survived the North’s transformation into the modern age very well…no one needed rescuing from swarms of Enemy anymore, and Illians were a religious scourge rather than the half-admired cult of the greatest heroines of the Realms.
 
   But Ari had grown up in the back-country that bordered Cyrrh, which was a land so deeply woven with lore and legend and magic that some said that was all it was.  He’d spent hours listening to such tales around campfires on hunts or visits with the simple country people around Harthunters.  He’d loved those stories.
 
   Maybe it was all the talk of Illians, the lazy, hypnotic rhythm of the saddle, the clear day with his problems for once far on the horizon…but memories began to seep into his consciousness.  Almost, it seemed, he could remember some of his time with the Illians he had once known, the nuns who had raised him.  He would have been really little, but…there had been a meadow.  No, a clearing, because it was encircled with great trees…and so green.  A vivid, lush sort of green never seen in the Empire…and there’d been that garden.  He’d played for hours in that overgrown tangle of long grass and flowers and fountains.  There’d been rabbit runs just his size…It was so dim, the memories were more like someone else’s life, seen at a great distance.  
 
   “Ari!” Loren hissed, punching him in the shoulder.
 
   “Hunh?” he grunted, coming back to himself.
 
   “Come with me!” Loren urged, so sure of him that he started his chestnut off the road without even waiting to see if Ari would follow.
 
   Ari glanced around even as he nudged his horse after him.  Banion was dozing and Rodge was watching them both with a cynical sneer.  No one else was looking.
 
   No big adventure, unfortunately.  Ari’s face fell as Loren swung down outside a little roadside shrine, digging quickly through his money belt.  He tossed it up to Ari to hold and ducked inside, while Ari fidgeted uncomfortably.  He wasn’t very devout.  Loren was a Landowner of the Empire; Marek was in his blood, part of his heritage, part of his duty.  To Ari, Marek just seemed cold and distant and tithe-hungry.
 
   He became aware that his hand was absently jiggling Loren’s coin purse, and he paused, staring down at it.  Not only was he totally disinterested in giving any tirna to the god…he didn’t have any tirna.  Everything he had belonged to Loren.  Feeling strange and sick, he slowly pulled out his own money belt and emptied into his friend’s.
 
   Uh-oh, Ari thought as they turned back to the road when Loren finished.  The whole party was stopped and waiting, and he had a feeling Melkin was going to have some thoughts about the last few minutes.
 
   His face was livid when they got close enough to see it, and he didn’t wait for them to reach the road.  “Don’t ever wander off from this group,” he snapped. “Is that clear?  You’re not in the flaming halls of the University anymore!”
 
   Loren spluttered, “But, sir, Ari and I are used to travel—there’s nothing in the North that’s dangerous!”
 
   “WHAT PART OF THE PREVIOUS SENTENCES DO YOU HAVE TROUBLE COMPREHENDING?!” he bellowed at them, loud enough that every horse but Rodge’s jerked nervously.  “Idiots!” he raved, yanking his long-legged mount around and heading on down the road.
 
   Loren sank resentfully into his saddle, glowering at Cerise’s look of cool contempt.
 
   “What, do you want to be a priest?” Rodge asked in disdain.  Ari doubted if Rodge would give up tirna to Marek if he was standing in the Temple with someone else’s coin in his hand.
 
   “You never pass up a shrine on the road,” Loren muttered stubbornly.
 
   “You’re pathetic.  You’re parochial.”
 
   They fussed at each other for a moment, but Ari felt uneasiness trace a cold finger down his neck, remembering their brush with something quite dangerous just yesterday.  But the afternoon was too beautiful and they were too free and there was too much adventure possible on the road ahead of them for either danger or bad tempers to be too real.  Soon Loren and Rodge were snorting and cracking along as usual.  It was probably inevitable that they felt they should welcome Cerise to their little group, get to know her.
 
   “See something interesting?” Rodge asked her snidely as their horses happened to draw up beside hers.
 
   She glanced around at them in surprise, and her face flushed at their knowing looks.              “I’ve never seen a Dra before,” she said stiffly, nose poking into the air with sudden lofty dignity.
 
   “I’ve never seen a Dra either, but I don’t have to stare at him for hours on end to figure out what one looks like.”
 
   Her glance could have frozen legions of lesser adolescents.  “You’re one of those irritating little boys—”
 
   “And you’re one of those stuck-up girls…”
 
   This was obviously beneath her standards of conversation; she turned regally and abruptly away from him.  Unfortunately, by some appalling accident of equine ambulation, this put Ari right in her sights.  She seized on him.
 
   “So.  Your name is R.E.?”
 
   “Mm,” he said, fighting a sudden desire to put heels to the brown.  Close enough; he’d been called worse.  She frowned diplomatically, a practiced look.  “Hm.  And what kind of a name is that?”
 
   Ari was horrified.  Conversation with this haughty terror was the last thing he wanted.  On the other side of her, Rodge and Loren were hiding their delight behind balled hands.  “Uh, Cyrrhidean,” he said grudgingly.
 
   “Oh.”  A pale brow launched over a pale eye.  “That would explain your lovely tan…” There was just the tiniest bit of deprecation in her tone—‘tanned’ peoples were invariably not from the North.  She faced forward again and he breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   They rode east until the setting sun began to turn the countryside into blushing gold and Ari’s powerful head of hair looked like it was on fire on the strong, brown column of his neck.  He’d been eyeing the rising foothills and seductive woods to their north, hearing their whispering wildness, for quite some time and had just assumed they would camp there.  Melkin, unfortunately, seemed quite able to curb his own romantic longings for the wilds.  When they turned off the Way, it was towards the south, where the land stretched away uninterestingly into the numberless fields and farms of the Empire, consumed by reasonable and productive Northern agriculture.  And littered with identical hamlets so gripped by domesticity that it put Ari’s teeth on edge.  
 
   He looked dispiritedly around him as their horses clopped into one of these featureless villages, staring at the neat buildings, at the trade signs hanging outside each establishment in a long row of sameness down the street.  This…this smothering docility probably held his fate for the next sixty years or so.  Dread and distaste washed over him anew as his little problem came careening back full force. 
 
   Melkin stopped them in front of an inn, and Ari, lost in glum self-pity, had his attention abruptly diverted by Rodge’s startled and painful, “AH!  Oh.  Oh, my.  Oooh…”  He and Loren exchanged interested and calculating looks over the head of their friend, whose face was frozen into the shocked grimace of the novice horseman.  Sometimes Rodge just made it so easy.
 
   The innkeeper came out, fussy and pinch-faced, honing in on Melkin with a businessman’s nose for the purse-keeper.
 
   “It’ll be seven, full-board,” the Master said gruffly.  He was pulling out his purse when the man said icily, “Six.  We don’t take his type here.”  He was staring fastidiously at Kai.
 
   Cerise stepped forward instantly and imperiously, her long split skirts swirling dramatically to reveal (accidentally or otherwise) very expensive bootwear.  The whole street went quiet and turned to look at the sound of her voice.
 
   “Dra Kai is on Queen’s business,” she snapped, with crushing authority. “Obviously, since he has her trust, any ignorant, misguided, mindless decisions on the part of a backcountry bigot are completely inconsequential.”  This unique barrage of insult, reason, and verbosity seemed to be just the thing.  One last nervous look at the Dra, some obsequious head bows, and the man collected his tirna and scuttled back inside.
 
              Kai, not the type to overwhelm a person with fulsome gratitude, not only ignored the whole incident, but disappeared for the rest of the night.  They bedded down early, in the way of travelers wishing to make the most of daylight, and the next morning Ari and Loren waited considerately for the room to empty before arranging themselves on either side of Rodge’s still-snoring head.
 
   Then in perfect unison, they bellowed at the top of their lungs, “WAKE UP RODGE EVERYONE’S LEFT YOU’RE LATE GET UP GET UP GET UP!!!”
 
   He jerked upright, gasping, eyes wide, flailing around for wakefulness, then threw the covers off and managed two steps out of bed…before he let out a shriek of agony.  Ari and Loren grinned, deeply satisfied, as he staggered—very stiff-legged—around the room, spewing profanity concerning them, Master Melkin, this trip, his legs, and his completely innocent pony.
 
   Melkin wasn’t amused.  He gave them such a tongue-lashing for the delay they caused that it was a very subdued party that headed out into the new day.
 
   It didn’t last long.  They weren’t half an hour out of town when they took a turn off the main Way, and shortly afterward began to hear the dull roar of a monstrous waterfall through the trees.  The air seemed to tremble with anticipation.  Suddenly, they broke out of the forest and in front of them the great, long, green slopes of the Wilds seemed to shoot straight up into their view, on and on and on until they blotted out almost the entire northern sky.  It was the biggest country Ari had ever seen, swards and swards of green pasture, all on edge, stretching on forever.
 
   They were at Aepont, the first place the Kendrick could be crossed in all its foaming, thundering white fury, and Ari stared in awe at the enormous, gushing riverine mouth every moment across the bridge that spanned its tumultuous fall.  The big stones that made up the bridge had been placed so that two wagons could easily cross abreast, but the thing seemed fragile as glass set so close to the raw power of the river.  Roaring with life, seething and churning out of the mountain far above, it roiled its way down the chasm of gigantic boulders and broken trees to level out hundreds of feet below them.
 
   It was impossible not to feel exhilarated—like they’d survived something—once they’d reached the other side.  Rodge and Cerise both had white faces, lips pursed and eyes wide, but Loren shook his head, laughing and soaked with spray, and shared an exultant grin with Ari.  
 
   It was a fitting gateway.  Like the Kendrick, the High Wilds were so stupendous, so enormous, they seemed to consume their little lives, suffusing them with brilliant light and soaring space.  The trail was nothing but a wide, well-beaten dirt path, climbing steadily, lined sometimes with firs and pines and sometimes open so that they could see the land rising precipitously up around them on all sides.  It was almost impossible to grasp the sheer size of the place; Ari’s head bobbed around on his neck like a toy as he tried to get some perspective.
 
   It wasn’t long before they rounded a bit of mountain, the roar of the Kendrick faded, and a little community appeared in the trees ahead.  Out of the corner of his eye, Ari caught Cerise craning her neck curiously, and for once he instantly understood the female mind.  What kind of people would live in such undeveloped, unprotected wastes?  These were harsh, empty lands, their emerald green beauty buried in snow nine months out of twelve.  The only thing that Ari knew about Addahites was that they were…well, mysterious.  Oh, and Illian, which was probably why they chose to stay in Addah.
 
   The houses here were rough-hewn timber and were all small, no more than huts, organized around a single and much larger building…with a familiar look.  Ari’s jaw dropped as they passed through the outer buildings and he saw the unmistakable flash of a Diamond, Marek’s triele, across the front of that biggest one.  A Temple of Marek?  In Addah?  Addah was virtually synonymous with Il.
 
   Sure enough, the few people who came out to meet them wore the neat, simple white of Marekite disciples.  Melkin dismounted respectfully, as did Cerise and Loren.  Ari, stubborn, just moved his horse in to hear what was being said.
 
   “How can we help you?” one of the strangers asked, cool, courteous, and obviously not shocked to see travelers.  Several other disciples in the background didn’t even glance up from their work.
 
   “We’re looking for the nearest Addahite settlement,” Melkin asked with what might be considered gruff courtesy, with a little imagination.
 
   The man gave a small, tight laugh.  “As you know, I’m sure,” he said with an edge to his voice, “such things are hard to find, as Addahites are never anywhere on a permanent basis.  Believe me, we have looked, so as to bring these poor, base creatures learning, and knowledge, and true order.”
 
   Melkin, obviously not interested in irrelevant issues of evangelism, simply waited.  Ari wondered if he was the only one aware of that faint sense of patronizing sanctimony.  Most Northerners never seemed to notice, but Melkin was a whole different breed of cynical.
 
   After waiting for a moment—what, for him to agree?—the disciple eventually conceded, “The nearest sheepfold lies about a day’s ride along the First Path here.  No guarantee it will be occupied, as most of the flocks have moved to higher pasture by now.”  He had a definite don’t-get-your-hopes-up shrug to his shoulders.  “May I ask your business?”
 
   “Cerise,” Melkin prompted, turning and mounting up.
 
   She blinked.  “Er, Queen’s business.” Glancing with just a hint of reproach at Melkin, already turning his roan, she leaned forward with a gracious smile and clinked several tirna into the disciple’s hands.  “For your good work here.”  He seemed completely unaffected, moving on to take Loren’s offering—who realized belatedly he should be giving one, and had to scrounge hurriedly in his moneybag—with smooth efficiency.  The Empire was so great, it was said, because Marek was so organized, adept, and full of common sense that he wouldn’t have his people any other way.  Privately, Ari thought all the clinking coins didn’t hurt either.
 
   Their horses started to climb again as Melkin led them on, and Ari’s spirits seemed to rise with the land.  The ground began to drop away from them on one side or the other, and the vastness, the stillness, the great, majestic beauty completely surrounding them brought with it a heady timelessness.  It was as if nothing was happening that hadn’t happened before, as if all of Ari’s problems were faint and far away and inconsequential, petty puffs of air in the great winds of the Ages.
 
   They hobbled the horses when the sun was straight up—Rodge wasn’t even interested in learning, doing more than a little hobbling himself—then stretched out in the sunny little meadow.  Some of the packed foods were more perishable than others, and Banion nodded approvingly as Ari and Loren pulled the bread, cheese, and the ripened fruit out of their bulging saddlepacks.  Cerise sat waiting to be served and Melkin and Kai talked quietly with their eyes on the road ahead and their backs to the group.
 
   “Some cheese, Rodge?” Loren asked solicitously.
 
   “I’m a little bitter right now,” Rodge observed hostilely, chucking a clod of dirt at him.
 
   “Keep that dirt out of the food,” Melkin cracked as he and Kai joined them.  He swept a scathing, truculent glare around the gathered group, and Ari felt resentment stir in his guts.  He felt like a boy, still needing disciplining by his elders.
 
   Perhaps in defiance of the surly quiet, he asked, “How can there be a Temple of Marek in Addah?”  Both Loren and Rodge stopped mid-bite to stare at him.  He never spoke in public unprompted.  Master Melkin didn’t seem the least disposed to answer him, however, taking a big bite of bread and ignoring him completely.  He didn’t seem as crazy out here on the trail, the eccentric drama he flung at them in the classroom changed somehow into more of a taciturn intensity.  He was no stranger to living out, either.
 
   Banion had no misgivings about answering, bread or no.
 
   “Addah doesn’t really have any formal borders,” he said, waving expansively with one of his huge limbs.  His beard moved mysteriously as his mouth, hidden somewhere amongst all that prickly brown growth, completed its business with his bread.  “And the Addahites are not only hard to find, but they don’t seem to give a barrel of fish whether there are Marekites, or Vangothics, or anyone, for that matter, looking for them.”
 
   He caught Cerise staring at him, lips pursed in prim disapproval at the whole talking-with-your-mouth-full spectacle.  “Which makes it kind of a challenge for them.”  He grinned unrepentantly at her.  
 
   It was a quick lunch, the horses left saddled and Kai not even eating.  He squatted instead a few paces away, gazing with his hooded eyes over a swale dropping out away from them in a plunging fall of green.  He’d been ranging ahead, sometimes disappearing for a half hour or so, ever since they crossed the Kendrick.  Keeping up with the horses obviously was not going to be an issue for him.
 
   It was as they were mounting up again that he rose suddenly into a half crouch, hands going to steady his blades.  He threw one meaningful look at Melkin, who came off his horse so quickly that he was at the Dra’s side before the rest of them even knew something was up.
 
   Over their heads, far across the swale, Ari could see a small party of mounted men disappearing into the distant tree line.  Kai and Melkin shared a long look, and Ari was struck again at the two of them.  How did a man of the most lethal race in the Realms and a sour old Master of Applied Sciences ever get to know each other?
 
   “Who were they?” he asked them.
 
   Melkin rose wordlessly, face set, and remounted.  Kai flowed out of his crouch and swung down the trail, but Cerise moved her high-spirited mare to block Melkin from following.
 
   “If there are significant events that might necessitate a report to her Majesty,” she said pompously, “I need to know about them.”  Her narrow nose flared like it could smell news just out of reach.
 
   “All right,” Melkin said flatly.
 
   “Who were those men?” she demanded insistently.  “If they are not enemies, then why didn’t you hail them?  It’s not like we couldn’t use the help.”
 
   Melkin stared at her coldly.  “You want no part of those men, believe me.  They brook no foolishness.”  He urged his horse forward, the roan’s big body easily pushing the lighter mare aside.  “I’ll let you know what’s significant and what isn’t,” he growled as he passed.
 
   Cerise was forced to be content with that, looking miffed, and the whole party became more alert; even Banion, whose face had been issuing sounds very similar to snores, kept his eyes open.  But the rest of the day was uneventful.  They stopped early in a halcyon little glade ringed with evergreens, and the horses, feeling the day’s climb, grazed like they hadn’t seen grass in a week.  They’d cocked a leg and dozed off by the time the rest of camp was set up, the water drawn, and the fire going.  Twilight fell, fast and breathless in these high lands, and soon their small voices and the crackle of the fire were the only evidence of life under a very, very big night sky.
 
   “Why do people come out here?” Rodge muttered, huddled between Ari and Loren and peering nervously out into the blackness.  “Aren’t there things that eat us out here?”
 
   “Don’t worry, young ‘un,” Banion said heartily from where he was bent over the fire doing dinner duty.  “You’re too skinny to be worth the trouble.  Now me, I’ve got to worry.”
 
   Loren chuckled.  “Banion, do you know any Stories?”  Ari looked up in eager longing.  Campfires needed stories like summer needed swimming holes.  
 
   “Wonderful,” Cerise drawled in high disdain, “Campfire tales.”
 
   “Oh, aye,” Banion rumbled.  “I’ll introduce you to tale-telling Merranic style.  Soon as everyone’s eaten.”
 
   True to his word, once the water was heating to clean their few dishes, he sat back, scratched his stiff beard, and said, “Hm…what shall we have?  Perhaps we should start at the beginning…”                              
 
   An owl hooted in the far trees, the fire glowed deep and orange in front of them, and against the infinity of darkness closing in around them, man did what he has done since the beginning of time.  He cleared his throat, dropped the timbre of his already deep voice, and with wonderful smoothness, began:
 
   “There came a time, before all things, when the gods grew lonely and the world seemed to them a dull and empty place.  It came to them to create a new world, ordered as they desired, that they might have pleasure and amusement and companionship.  So, in a great twisting and heaving and uprooting, with many storms and floods and quakings and great winds, they brought the lands into being.  And upon them they brought forth all the creatures that are.  Man was their special creation, and those first that walked upon the earth were fairer and stronger and keener of mind than any that came after.  The gods chose from amongst them those that were the most wise, of the deepest compassion, the sharpest intellect and soundest judgment, to be their leaders—a Royal Line of chiefs.  The first ones lived in great peace, for the gods taught them what was good to eat and how to raise it from the soil.  They taught them how to make snug homes and how to store for times unplentiful, how to live amongst the wild beasts and the forests and to gather from both so as to live in harmony with all.”
 
   “Now, there are four gods.  Eldest and chief amongst them is Marek.  Also, Vangoth, Laschald and Raemon.  Of them all, Raemon was ever the most restless, pushing the gods to teach man more, to teach him faster.  More and more his voice was ruled against in their councils, for he wished things that seemed more than unwise—dangerous and ill-intentioned.  In those days, the gods appeared often to men, and when Raemon, forever reaching beyond his bounds, proposed to take a wife from amongst them, the council ruled in outrage against such unthinkable sacrilege.  It grew into a fierce and angry debate, until the council was driven to such shocked fury at his intemperance that they charged him never to appear to man again.”
 
   “Raemon left them in a storm of anger, and appearing to those of his people loyal to him, led them from their homes to disappear into the wilderness.  Now, the settlement of man was called Ethlond, and though the first chords of strife had been struck, it continued to thrive, full of peace and beauty and only faintly touched by sadness.  For years, the people looked for the lost ones gone with Raemon, but never found a single sign of them…until…”
 
   “War came.  Driven by resentment, pride, revenge, and worst of all, ambition, Raemon had trained those loyal to him to take by force what had once been freely theirs.  They fell on the grandsons and granddaughters of those who had once been their neighbors, and great was the innocent blood spilled that day, for always it has been their way to kill heedlessly, with no thought of honor or mercy.”
 
   “The gods were deeply saddened.  It was to avoid war that they had wished to keep simple the lives of men.  Many years had they searched in vain for Raemon, hoping to make amends, but when they met him that day they found no hope of reconciliation.  Enmity had come to the world.  With sad and heavy hearts, feeling they had no choice, the gods taught Ethlond to fight back, lest they be destroyed.  Raemon’s men, whom he called Tarq—”
 
   “Tarq?” Cerise interrupted.  “I’ve never heard them called that.”
 
   “Shhh!” Loren hissed.
 
   “That’s what the men who fight them call them,” Melkin growled darkly.  She frowned, the firelight barely softening her thin features.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “RAEMON’S MEN,” Banion continued doggedly, “had brought with them their strange, soft metal, forged far beyond the lands of Ethlond.  In the necessity of countering these blades, the gods moved man forever from his first home.  Far to the north they traveled, to the mouth of the Kendrick where the iron ore lay thick and the land lay rocky, and rough, and defensible. And there they taught him how to forge steel and to make such blades as could never be defeated.”
 
   “But Raemon’s hunger was unquenchable, his quest for domination so relentless that the war of men became the war of the gods as well.  Raemon made the women of the Tarq to bear many children, so that his people swelled up like blood from a wound.  He gave them the thirst for fire so that they struck terror into the hearts of men with their cruel desire to burn all in their path.  He taught them how to throw fire with catapults, on arrows, at a quick touch of liquid.  To save their people, the gods were forced to respond.  They brought great Warwolves, born to hunt Tarq, from these wild lands around us.  They gave us fire-shedder and the knowledge of building with stone and of building ships to fight them at sea.”
 
   “And so it went.  On and on without hope of end, until all man knew was fighting and all the span of his years was spent in defense against the Enemy.”
 
   “Now, the Royal Line still lived, and in fact had borne men who became mighty heroes, of great valor.  There arose amongst them the mightiest yet, three brothers who had never known defeat, men of great skill with arms and keen judgment:  Kendrick, Karl and Khristophe.”
 
   Cerise snorted softly and Loren shot her an ugly look.
 
   “I didn’t say anything,” she protested.
 
   “Well, roll your eyes quieter.”
 
   “There burned within their hearts,” Banion continued—he had the patience of a professional—“a great discontent and a desire to seize more aggressively the reins of their destiny.  So, they formed a plan and went to plead it before the gods.  At the Triele, for so the Temple was called when all three gods resided in it, they besought the priest, who in turn cried unto the gods until the Diamond, the Sapphire, and the Emerald began to glow and the gods came and stood among them.
 
   “What is it, my sons?” Marek asked of them.
 
   “O my lord Marek,” Kendrick, the eldest, implored, “We are sick and heartsore of ever defending against a dishonorable Enemy that moves about at his will, doing what he wills, as he wills.  Each of you, we beg now, take of us a people and lead us out against the Enemy, searching until we find his home and finally destroy him forever.  We are many thousands, and while these cities along the sea can be easily defended, a full two-thirds of our people might be moving forcefully to end this endless war!”
 
   “Now, the gods were greatly surprised by this, and not happy as you would think.  For always had it been their wish that man live in peace and ever had they hoped to win over their brother with soft words of reason and diplomacy.  They had taught man to live in harmony; they’d taught him the facts and skills necessary for survival, moderation and kindness and tolerance to strange ideas.  But man seemed to fall easily, eagerly even, into the ways of war.  They’d taught him nothing of courage, of honor, of boldness, yet the desire for these things seemed to well out of him of its own accord.”
 
   “What about women?” Cerise asked pointedly.
 
   Loren ground his teeth.  “Women aren’t in stories because we get quite enough of them in our real lives.  Now, be quiet!”
 
   “Unhappy with the war and saddened at the inexplicable turn to the ways of men,” Banion continued with hardly a pause, “the gods refused them.  But the Line of Kings is not so easily quelled.  The Brothers led many, many of their people who thought as they did.  They gathered them together and went again to the Triele.  When the gods came once more and stood among them and saw the fearlessness and determination of their people, they realized they were not to be dissuaded.  With great sorrow and reluctance, they finally relented.”
 
   “Marek chose for himself Kendrick and those who would follow the High King.  West they headed, into the wildlands, the huge Diamond Triele wrapped carefully in many hides so that its tremendous power would not destroy those who carried it.  Laschald chose the great archer Khristophe to lead his people south and west—for always their north had been free from attack.  They carried his great Emerald mounted boldly on a wagon (against his will, for he is a humble god), daring the Tarq to attack.  Karl had ever loved the rolling waves and endless horizons of the Eastern Sea, and so Vangoth, the most understanding of war of all the gods, chose him and his people as his own, knowing for a surety that battle would always be found at the edge of the Sea.”
 
   “But there was another brother, not yet a dozen years of age at the time of the Going Out.  His name was Kyle and his heart beat more fervently for war than any of his brothers.  Desperately he begged for a people to lead, to more thoroughly search the lands for the homeland of the Enemy, and furiously he denounced the gods when they refused him.  Nor did his spirit fade as he gained years.  At barely twenty, a fierce warrior, the most skilled horseman in the lands, and more deeply impassioned than any of his elder brothers, Kyle gathered troops about him of his own will.  By now, Kendrick was far in the northwest, finding fewer and fewer Tarq the farther he went.  Khristophe, too, fighting south of west, was running out of Enemy when he hit the Dragonwall.  Convinced the Tarq homeland lay on the other side, his last message read that they prepared to cross.
 
   “But Kyle, keen despite his youth, doubted his elder brothers’ logic.  With deep conviction he led his men, with neither Triele nor any guidance at all from the gods, straight south…and there his instinct was proven true, for there he found the endless swarms of Enemy.  There the Tarq had made their homeland—if such black hearts can be said to have a home—and there Kyle and his men had such a fight as had never been known.  They trickled around him, they set sail, they passed over the Dragonspine unseen…but their heart he had found, and their heart he drove before his sabre until they came to the lips of the burning Sheel itself.  And there, Kyle’s descendants fight to this day.”
 
   Silence settled.  The boys were staring into the fire, dreaming of blades and conquest and the Enemy and the gods.  Even Rodge said, with a vague, resigned sort of disappointment, “Don’t stop now.”  But Banion was quiet.  Beside him, Melkin looked barely human in the firelight, face like stone, dark thoughts gleaming unreadably through flinty eyes.
 
   “Hmmph,” Cerise said, unfortunately conversational enough for all of them.  “Utter nonsense.  No one knows how the world began, and the gods aren’t likely to be pushed around by a bunch of burly, brainless men.”
 
   “Ah,” Banion said with studied politeness.  Ari and Loren, disgusted at the instantly ruined mood, stood up and started clearing the area around the fire for sleeping.  “And what do they teach in the Empire?” Banion asked cordially.
 
   “Not stories—they teach facts for history,” she said with a touch of snobbery.  “They teach us how to think.”
 
   Banion grunted, hefting his huge bulk off the log he’d been using.  “In Merrani, the children know how to think.”
 
   She shot him a look laced with glass shards. 
 
   While Loren showed Rodge how to pad the ground with pine boughs under his greatcloak, Ari wandered one last time into the tree line.  He almost stumbled into Dra Kai, and instantly felt remorse.  Here he was acting the child, listening to stories and headed blithely to bed, when there were men in the dark and cold standing guard.
 
   “Uh, I’ll take a turn at watch…” he offered awkwardly, and then, as the silence stretched and the Dra said nothing, he began to wonder what in the world he was doing.  Alone, in the dark, with a Dra.  He seemed bigger up close, the whip-cord body radiating menace, the dark, steady, dangerous eyes suddenly more predator than human.  Ari felt his mouth go dry.
 
   “There is little danger tonight,” Kai finally said, his low voice both chilling and oddly comforting.  It was almost inconceivable at that moment to think of anything that the Dra couldn’t handle.
 
   Ari wondered about him as he snuggled into the thick curls of sheepskin lining his greatcloak.  What about the Drae?  Where did they fit into the story of the Upheaval?  Which of the Four Kings had they owed allegiance to… or had they?  Which had they followed Out?  All he knew about them was their reputation as mercs, assassins, the most treacherous race known to man.  And what about these mysterious Addahites, hopefully hiding out somewhere in the surrounding vertical countryside?  When had the cult of Il started?
 
   He dreamed that night as he hadn’t in years, vivid and sharp, of the garden of his childhood, of a rollicking happiness that was more sensed than pictured…of the carefree contentment of a life before life’s awareness.    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   It may have been almost July, but you wouldn’t have known it the next morning.  It was a stiff, chilled group that moved out into the brilliant sunshine and back onto the path.  Butterflies wandered among the wildflowers that lay in great swathes across the flanks of the hills, and the lacy green of the evergreens moved in a brisk morning breeze.  Bare trunks rose around them like columns in a temple as they entered a thick stretch of forest, bright sunlight filtered by the sweeping, fragrant green boughs of cedar and pine.  It was so exquisitely peaceful that Ari began to hope their search might keep them up here the whole summer.  What a place.
 
   They lunched sitting on a soft carpet of pine needles, and were still riding through forest that afternoon when a plume of smoke became visible through the thinning trees.  Once they’d broken into the clear, they saw it was attached to a little log cabin, nestled a short distance away into the flank of a steep hill.  Everybody sat up alertly, the desultory conversation ceasing.  The dreamlike peace of the ride had lulled all of them but Kai (and probably Melkin, who didn’t seem the sort to notice flowers and butterflies unless he was pinning them to specimen boards).
 
   There was something poignant about that little cabin all alone in the huge, silent, desolate wilderness.  It seemed absolutely appropriate that a doddling, white-bearded mountain man would come out of the door as they approached, or perhaps a work-worn couple with gnarled hands and faces old before their time, taciturn and suspicious of visitors.
 
   Instead, as they neared, they saw neat fencing, a modest herd of contained sheep, and a single—young—man kneeling busily on the ground in the center of them.  He raised his head at the sound of their horses’ hooves, released what turned out to be an extremely relieved lamb, and came over to them with a broad, welcoming smile.  He couldn’t have been more than 17 or 18, and was not at all dirty, shaggy, or crawling with visible lice.  His figure was clothed in rough homespun, but was well-formed, with the right number of appendages, and neither halt nor twitchy.  And the warm brown eyes that greeted them sparkled with lively intelligence and good humor.  If he was an uneducated, malformed savage, he was sadly lacking in the appropriate regret.
 
   “Well met, friends,” he greeted them genially, his husky voice rich with accent.
 
   He reached over the fence to shake the hand offered by Melkin, who’d dismounted, and then turned to Cerise.
 
   “My Lady,” he said, with such profound reverence that Cerise decided she could dismount with the rest of them.
 
   “Forgive me, but I’ve only the contents of my backbag to offer as refreshment,” he began hospitably, but Melkin waved him silent.
 
   With shocking graciousness, the Master said, “We are well fed and rested.  Our thanks.  What do ye here?”
 
   “Ach,” he shook his head in boyish ruefulness.  “We lent our ram to a needy neighbor this spring and he got to these ewes late.  The lambs are just now ready to travel.”
 
   Loren peered around Ari with a smirk to see how Cerise was taking this earthy bit of information.  As long as she wasn’t talking, Ari figured they were doing well.
 
   “What brings ye to these parts, may I ask?” the young man said, with a courtesy you rarely heard in the more civilized North.
 
   Melkin, completely out of character, leaned casually on the fence rail, watching the sheep and looking more human than the boys had ever seen him.
 
   “We’re looking for the old lore,” he said quietly, conversationally.  “We’re from the University at Archemounte, researching stories of the Empress.  Addah seemed a good place to start.”
 
   The group looked at their first Addahite expectantly, waiting for the derision, a cloud of disbelief across that open face perhaps, a patronizing smile…instead, his eyes lit up and a big grin flashed even white teeth into view.  “Ah!” he cried in delight.
 
   Rodge glanced at Ari, raising eyebrows that said volumes.
 
   “Alas,” the smile faded a little as the young man shook his curly brown head.  “I am the only son in my family and never had the chance to acolyte.  I know of Il and His Ways, but of other things…not as much as I would like.  What you need, friends, is a Shepherd.  If any were to have lore of the Realms, it would be he.”  He glanced behind him at the sheep.
 
   “If ye are willing to walk a slow pace, I will lead ye as I take these to the high pastures.  There is a Shepherd’s hut on the way and ‘twould be my pleasure to have your company.”
 
   “Kindly offered,” the stranger in Melkin’s body demurred. “But we would not hold you up if we could help.  I have been much in this country and would find it fair if ye could just point the way.”  The boys glanced at each other.  Where was Melkin?
 
   The young man laughed, a little surprised.  “That is an unusual thing for a Northerner!  How come ye to know this trackless country?”
 
   “Wolf,” Melkin answered quietly, which not only seemed explanatory, but earned him a respectful dip of the head.  Ari’s red brows knit.  What did that mean?  How many faces did their Master have, anyway?
 
   “Well,” the young man turned briskly to face north, towards the endless tiers of rising mountains.  He pointed a little east of north, towards a faint path that seemed to shoot perpendicularly up the side of the nearest hill.  “Take this path to the Wanderway—naught but an overgrown creek by now—cross, then turn towards Clawside and ride, oh, around eight hours or so.  If you’ve not found it by tomorrow evening,” he said cheerfully, “you’d probably better head back to the creek and start over.”
 
   Rodge, used to directions in terms of street numbers and distances in terms of blocks, hissed, “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” as Melkin thanked him.  He was still muttering in disbelief when they reached the base of the hill a short distance away…at which point he seemed to lose the power of speech.  It was an almost ludicrous incline.  
 
   “Dismount,” Melkin tossed over his shoulder as he flung a leg over his blue roan.  “Save the horses.”
 
   “For what?” Rodge demanded.  “Isn’t this what they’re FOR?”
 
   Banion rumbled from behind him, “You’ll want them with enough energy to outrun wolves or bears or the like.”  He sounded optimistic at the prospect.
 
   Rodge dismounted promptly.
 
   They started up, and within minutes, everyone but the inhumanly fit Dra was panting, the horses blowing and tossing their heads in protest.  Rodge, in a horrible mood, had to tug his fat, lazy pony every step.  Every other step, he panted, “Stupid horse!”
 
   Loren turned and grinned back at him, unable to resist saying, “You’re the one who chose an oversized radish to head into the wilderness on.”
 
   Despite the long legs on Melkin’s roan and Cerise’s spirited mare, it wasn’t long before Ari and Loren passed them all, their nimble Aerach half-bloods agile as mountain goats on the steep, uneven trail.  They were the first to top out into the broad green meadow at the top, and with legs and lungs on fire stood gasping until the rest of the party showed up.
 
   A good-sized stream, shallow enough for an easy ford, lay across the little meadow, and after the horses had cooled enough to drink, Melkin led them across.  On the other side, he turned unhesitatingly east and Ari saw through a cleft in the trees the jagged, scarred surface of a mountain’s granite face.  It was a strange feeling, stepping away from that track, faint as it was, and into the unmarked wilderness.  Ari and Loren had been doing it for as long as they could remember in the forests around Harthunters, but it was a little different up here.  Starkly more wild, for one, the country raw, and unpeopled, and dangerous.  
 
   They didn’t travel long.  Dusk fell like a curtain and, despite their weariness, everyone scurried to make camp and a fire before the dark closed in around them.
 
   Maybe it was the excitement of their travels that had relaxed his dedication to social muteness, because as Ari began to put a dinner together, he dared to ask Melkin, “Did you study wolf up here?”  They were all gathered close around the fire, bonding in solidarity against the huge night.  There was no answer, not surprisingly, but Melkin’s face, when Ari glanced over at him, seemed…sad.  A trick of the firelight, surely.
 
   “This is home to the great Warwolves,” Banion said into the ensuing silence and Cerise immediately threw her head back as if to implore the stars.
 
   “Oh, great,” she muttered.  “Not again.”
 
   “Warwolves are real,” Loren told her belligerently.  “There are still people alive that have seen them.  We just don’t use them anymore.”
 
   “I know that!” she snapped back.  “But I hardly think we were about to receive an educational lecture on their physiological make-up!”
 
   “No,” Banion agreed, heading off an argument.  “Perhaps you’d rather discuss gryphons?” he suggested.  Cerise lifted her lip like she wanted to growl at him.
 
   Ari gave him a grin and got a broad wink back.
 
   “Gryphons are real, too,” Loren said obstinately and Rodge and Ari both shot him level looks.
 
   “Now you’re just being cantankerous, or whatever you country people say,” Rodge accused him.  Everyone was tired and quarrelsome, and Ari, already hearing a night of bickering ahead, pleaded suddenly, “Banion, tell us about King Khris and Cyrrh, and the gryphons.”
 
   Cerise groaned.
 
   “Ah…” Banion said with pleasure, probably foreseeing the same sort of evening.  “…A land woven out of legend, screened from the rest of the Realms by mist and myth and mystery…”
 
   “And the Dragonwall,” Rodge noted dryly.
 
   “Indeed, indeed,” Banion agreed.  “Khristophe thought them but a great range of mountains, not knowing they were a spine, splitting what would become Cyrrh and the Northern Realm—”
 
   “The Empire,” Cerise corrected primly.
 
   “—all the way from the Bay of Baeroon to the Swamps in the south.  But the biggest surprise lay on the other side, for no sooner had they crested the pass at Jagstag than a whole new world met them—a world of strange trees and stranger creatures, a world of torpid heat and tempestuous weather.  The few messages that made it back to the people at the Sea were full of excitement, for there were no Tarq and great beauty in the new land.”
 
   He paused for effect, unneeded as everyone was already waiting for him to say the words.  Even Cerise seemed resigned to her fate.
 
   “Then the message pigeons stopped coming.  For years, nothing was heard from King Khris.  When word finally came, it was grim and fierce.  They had not found Tarq, as everyone feared, but they had found…dragons.  Great scaled reptiles were these, with maws of fire and huge clawed feet that shook the ground as they walked.  Taller than the trees they were, and full of hate.  So relentlessly did they hunt man that Khristophe called them Steeds of Raemon.  In terror for his people and in great peril, he consulted the Emerald, whose brilliant rays alone seemed to deter the monsters pursuing them.  Laschald, in great sadness at the evil thing Raemon had done, confirmed that the creatures were his watchdogs…and then he gave Khris the secret to their defeat.  To a great valley he took them, deep in the heart of the new land, and there, where seven falls tumbled over sheer rock cliffs, the most beautiful creatures ever seen flew in the spray.  They were gryphons, natural enemies of the dragons and fierce and dangerous beasts.  Laschald taught his people how to tame them, how to ride them, and how to fight with them.  And that is why the King of Cyrrh is called the Skylord, for that is his true Realm, and only by owning it can he hold the gem of a land beneath it.”  He wrapped it up quickly, as Ari was starting to dish out dinner.
 
   Loren sighed happily, testiness forgotten.
 
   Cerise clucked her tongue in irritation, delaying her first bite to say, “What is it with you all and your stories?  When there are real issues out there needing our attention.  Now.”
 
   “They’re interesting, and they teach us history,” Loren said around his mouthful of beans, good temper restored.
 
   “They’re stories,” she emphasized. “There’s nothing factual about a single bit of that and it all happened thousands of years ago.  We’re here now on important business.” She may have faltered just a bit at that last.  Seeing as they were chasing down the legend of the Empress.
 
   “Queen’s business,” Rodge agreed gravely.
 
     They found the Shepherd by the next afternoon.  A faint trace of activity worn into the grass turned into a faint path that eventually grew distinct enough you could call it a trail.  Near its end they met a grey-haired man coming out of a cozy little hut, similar to the young Addahite’s only smaller and more ornate.  The door was gorgeously carved for a place sitting out in the middle of nowhere.  In fact, it was more than a little disconcerting to travel leagues and leagues through empty, unmarked wilderness—then run smack into a single, solitary individual.
 
   “Hello, friends,” he greeted them, with such hearty familiarity that Rodge whispered, “Do these people realize they don’t know us?”
 
   “Well met,” Melkin said, casual as if they got together every Tuesday.  In the strangely gracious Addahite speech, he asked, “We come to beg a moment of your time, good Shepherd…”
 
   The good Shepherd promptly raised a hand, shaking his head.  He had twinkly blue eyes, like a grandfather with a couple treats up his sleeve, and an unhurried, mellow kind of voice.  “You are welcome, but first you must rest and refresh yourselves.  Travel tightens the throat and makes talk an ungenerous thing.”
 
   He waved them to follow him and led off across the grass to a stand of shushing cedars.  There, the ground grew velvety with moss, and filtered sunlight picked out dainty wildflowers and the bright red of mushrooms.  They hadn’t gone far when the ground dropped away abruptly in front of them and the Shepherd made a sharp left hand turn, traveling along a path—not a very wide one—etched into the side of a very precipitous cliff.  As Ari turned his agile brown down the trail, a big timber building loomed into view a short way ahead.  It was larger than any structure they’d seen yet north of the Kendrick and clung daringly to the plunging, grassy slope that formed the side of the cliff face.  Rodge muttered nervously behind him, eyes closed and hands clenching his reins so hard they were white.  To one side of the trail was a very large empty space, and far, far down you could almost make out what might be the bottom of a canyon.  It was hard to tell…there were clouds in the way.
 
   Running up the path towards them, faces alight at the sight of visitors, came a small herd of young boys, probably eight to ten years old and all dressed in identical plain white shifts.  “Acolytes,” Ari heard the Shepherd explaining affectionately to Melkin.  “They may overrun you with eagerness, but they’re otherwise harmless.  Please feel comfortable letting them take your horses; service is part of their training.  And keeping them busy keeps them out of trouble,” he added with a chuckle.
 
   Then the boys were upon them, milling around with bright eyes and chattering in hushed, excited tones.  When they drew near the big building, they eagerly grabbed at the reins as everyone dismounted, casting quick, mischievous looks at the riders as if daring them to refuse.
 
   The building was partially buried in the rocky land of the Wilds, but it had an enormous, open verandah that embraced the yawning, velvety green chasm in front of it.  Rodge chose a chair—clever things built of wood and hide and sinew—far back from the edge.  His face was still a little pale.  No sooner had they settled in than another swarm of grinning, silent, courteous acolytes swirled through their midst, offering mugs of cold, frothy liquid.  Ari, staring at it in puzzlement, realized it was milk.
 
   “How…exquisite,” Cerise murmured diplomatically, blinking down into her cup.  In the Empire, liquid from udders was normally reserved for infants.
 
   For the most part, there was just a collective sigh.  It was enormously contenting, this environment, the stupendous view, being out of the saddle, the old man chuckling indulgently at his happy acolytes…it had the feeling of a journey’s end, a quest over, a reward earned and received.
 
   “I am Galeb,” the Shepherd began once the youngsters had slipped out of sight, and after they had all introduced themselves, continued, “And now, tell me, what brings Northerners so far into the wilderness?”
 
   “We come in search of information…lore…lost to us through the centuries despite our chronicles.  Lore we hope that you have retained.”  Melkin’s rough voice was patient, as if he hoped to start a long conversation.
 
   “We are secluded in these high places,” the Shepherd warned when the Master paused.  “Much of what concerns the Realms does not reach us here.”
 
   “It is the Empress we wish to discuss,” Melkin said carefully.  The word seemed to hang in the jewel-bright air, the memory of a child’s story the world had long outgrown.
 
   “We think,” Banion muttered as he stroked milk off of his bushy face.
 
   Galeb’s thick white eyebrows rose.  “You come all this way to ask of her?  She whose great life was devoted to the Realms?  Is there no knowledge of her left below the Kendrick?”  It was gently said, but Cerise jumped in quickly, “The Histories deal with facts, sir, not stories and legends.”
 
   He gave a deep chuckle (thankfully unoffended—the boys wanted to throttle her).  Raising his hands expansively, he said good-naturedly, “Very well, my friends.  Leaving the FACTS behind, what part of her long life are you interested in…her beginning, her miracles, the wars…?”
 
   “The end,” Melkin said.  Ari’s eyebrows inched up.  For not knowing anything about her, he seemed pretty sure of himself.
 
   “Well,” the Shepherd grunted, “Like all great Good, her whole life was devoted to the fight against Evil—to include the very person of the fire-god himself.  They were bitter enemies…”
 
   “Yes,” Melkin said softly, leaning forward.  When the Shepherd made no sign of continuing, he pressed, “Could there be an association between her story and the possibility of war coming again?  There are signs, worrisome, old omens that are now only half understood, that our peace may have an end.  That the Sheelmen stir in the south and with them the malice that would threaten the Realms.”
 
   “There will always be war,” Galeb answered, unconcerned.  “The Realms will fight themselves eventually if the Tarq do not provide.”  The idea didn’t seem to disturb him much.
 
   Ari frowned slightly.  Before Banion’s story the other night, he’d never heard Sheelmen referred to as anything but ‘the Enemy.’  Yet now, here at the far end of the world, amongst these rustic, secluded people, not only was their presence known, but so was this other name.
 
   “There are Ram patrolling almost to the Kendrick,” Melkin said gently, eyes like a hawk on the seamed face across from him.
 
   “Are there?” Galeb seemed genuinely surprised.  He shook his heavy grey head.  “I will tell you, there are ever wars and rumors of wars.  It concerns us little here, for we are always prepared.”
 
   The sun had already passed behind the high crests of the surrounding mountains, and the verandah was cooling in more ways than one.  A great eagle floated with inimitable grace out over the deep crevasse in front of them, hunting—probably considerably less frustrated than the predator after knowledge on the verandah.
 
   It was a good time for dinner; the acolytes appeared again, this time almost overburdened with heavy plates of delicately grilled lamb, a surprising array of vegetables, and best of all, such thick, rich, redolent slices of fresh bread that Ari almost dripped saliva all over himself.  The acolytes giggled, the Northerners inhaled and gave small exclamations of delight and for several minutes there was nothing but the sound of a simple meal being deeply savored.  The atmosphere was much more convivial once they all sat back, indolently choosing grapes from the desert platter and picking lamb unobtrusively out of their teeth.  Banion rumbled out casually:
 
   “The Five Hundred Years of Peace are known here in Addah, are they not?”
 
   And Galeb, who with great and oblivious courtesy had yet to give Melkin a single bit of information, said readily, “But of course!  They began not a hundred leagues from here!”
 
   Melkin’s chin, which had been resting pensively on his chest, came up.  Everyone looked at the Shepherd.  Curiosity became almost palpably intense, sparking like a current of electricity through the group.
 
   “You mean…the last battle?” Melkin said, as if he couldn’t believe his luck.
 
   “We refer to a different event with that title,” Galeb said with a quiet smile, “but the Battle of Montmorency, yes.”
 
   “Clarmorency Fields!” Loren whispered reverently.  He and Ari exchanged deeply satisfied looks—history was the only class they’d paid any real attention in, especially when it came to the legendary battles, the Great Heroes and the Lesser Heroes.  Loren had even studied.
 
   “The Fields of Clarmorency once lay in what is now the northeast Empire,” Cerise began, in the voice of one setting things straight.
 
   Banion smoothly drowned her out.  “Perhaps we should hear the Addahite version, seeing as we’ve come so far for it…”  She narrowed her eyes tightly at him.
 
   Galeb chuckled.  “Aye, and it might be a bit different, at that,” he conceded.  “But I will give you the Truth and you do with it what ye will.”  The acolytes swirled though one more time just as he opened his mouth, distributing heavy skins thick with silky fur.  The temperature had already dropped rather dramatically, summer evening notwithstanding.
 
   Galeb settled the beautifully tanned pelt over his knees and began, “The Battle of Montmorency was the culmination of all the dark, endless centuries of the Ages of War.  Since Raemon had turned his face to evil, the thousands of years that had passed had been spent trying to stem the tide of Tarq, swarming from their desert hole like ants over a carcass.  With the power of Raemon behind them, they were a formidable, insatiable, tireless foe, literally unstoppable.  They gained on us, by the will of Il, through all the long, bloody centuries.  It was the last stand, there at Clarmorency, north of the Kendrick by several leagues and just west of Ramshead.  All the Realms had warriors there, for in those days we all gave our lives equally to defend any border, and this battle had been in the gathering almost twenty years.  The Tarq had poured in from the Kendrick’s mouth, but it was their discovery of a way around Ramshead that allowed them to sweep down from the north in such droves that they vastly outnumbered the gathered Realms.  All that could be mustered were there, and word has come down of the great despair of that day.  The high ground had been thought to be the last refuge, and to see it taken, aswarm with the foe, to see Raemon walking down, long-strided and vicious and proud in front of his unbeatable army…well, it was a dark hour.”
 
   His voice had gone quiet, respectful, like he was discussing a family member that had passed on.  Ari caught Loren’s eye, just a gleam now in the fast-fading light.  They’d grown up on stories of Montmorency, played at Enemy and Hero since they were old enough to whack each other with sticks…but neither had ever heard this version.  When gods walked among men…
 
   “But Il’s ways are not ours, and often He brings us to darkness before we can see light.  And so it was that day.  When Raemon strode, uncontested, to the middle of the Battlefield, he gave a great laugh and cried out in his overloud voice:
 
   “Now, Realms, kneel to me and I will spare you utter destruction.  Or, if you wish, keep fighting—” flippancy and casual cruelty were ever his way “—and I will repopulate your lands with real men.  In fact, that will save me the trouble of chasing down your pitiful survivors!”
 
   “And in all that great, silent, grim theatre there was no answer for him…save one.  Clear and pure as the great clarion bell at Merrane it was, and it belonged to the Empress.  She cried, “Hold, Raemon!  These Realms do not yet belong to you!”  And she strode forth until they two stood alone amongst all that immense host, but yards apart.”
 
   Galeb was as much a master of storytelling as Banion.  On the entire verandah, not a sound was heard, his audience spellbound.
 
   “And Raemon smiled a slow smile when he saw her, for she was beautiful beyond the knowledge of men, and long had he desired her.  “I will consider a bargain,” he proposed to her, and his voice was dark with foul meaning.”
 
   “You wish a union with me?” she roared and all could hear them, for Raemon used his unwholesome power and the Empress spoke with the power of Il and with His Justice.  “Yield this Battlefield,” she cried, “and take your foul hordes back to the Sheel or you will know such burning bonds as are not even imagined in your furnaces!”
 
   But Raemon just laughed and leered, and then he began to grow taller, swelling himself until he towered dozens of feet in the air, the Ruby Triele on his chest almost incandescent with power.  Then, still laughing his unholy laugh, he reached out one hand toward the Empress and bent his will to draw her to him, finally, by pure force.”
 
   “A great beam of his foul red light hit her, engulfing her body, and she cried out, bending away from him.  Mightily she resisted, bending further and further back until one hand touched the ground even while the other was raised as if to ward him off.  And then, his laugh faded.  Raemon frowned and threw his hand more insistently at his prize.  Still she held her pose, though her face was twisted as in agony.  Before another moment had passed, a look of fear came to Raemon’s blue-black eyes.  The gathered armies then saw clearly that the stream of power had changed, turned a white gold that pushed back against the flow of flaming red, that somehow she was now drawing him to her.  And then the armies saw something else…that a change was coming over the Empress.  She was solidifying, her essence stilling.”
 
   “Suddenly, Raemon gave a great, “NO!” and with a deafening clap of sound, he was gone.  The light was gone.  There was no sound.  And where the Empress had been stood a stone statue in her exact likeness, arched backwards as in her last defiance.  Like the sound of the ocean came a roar from the Tarq, and with great confusion and distress, they turned as one body and fled.”
 
   When Galeb finished, there was utter silence.  For one thing, the information just presented required some adapting of thought processes.  Some of them didn’t even know where to start, and her voice was the first heard.
 
   
  
 


“So,” Cerise said with a smooth and awed sarcasm, “you’re saying the Empress turned to stone, killed a god, and saved the world from certain destruction…?”
 
                 “Oh, no,” the Shepherd corrected mildly.  “Raemon is not dead…only imprisoned in the statue that had once been the Empress.”  
 
   While the rest of them were chewing over these juicy improbabilities, Ari saw the outline of Melkin and Banion, silhouetted against the tremendous mountain background, turn their heads and look at each other.
 
   “Is that where the promise of peace arises?” Melkin asked.  “Of all that story, that is the only part that survives—and that only in bits—in the Northern Histories.”
 
   “The Merranic, too,” Banion said, surprised or maybe embarrassed. They were dancing gingerly around full acceptance of this tale, hungry for any usable information without wanting any commitment to the more outlandish parts.
 
   “Yes,” Galeb confirmed.  “That came several days later, brought by the Followers as the Armies of the Realms rested and recovered from their decades, centuries actually, of war.  The Followers rode up to the Tents of the King one morning, when the mist lay like a soft blanket over the exhausted land.   They were battered and bruised, it is said, for in those days they fought alongside the Realms and were much honored.”  His voice had dropped back into the deep, resonant sing-song of the story.
 
   “King Kamron came out to greet them, and bent a knee to the Chieftess.  ‘We owe you our unending gratitude,’ he said simply.”
 
   “Rise, High King, for you are delivered by none that yet walks the earth,’ she answered.  The Statue of the Empress sat nearby, and all present turned to gaze upon it.”
 
   “She gave her life for us,’ the King began.”
 
   “She gave her life to Il.  Now, High King, hearken unto me.  Five hundred years the Statue shall bind Raemon, and in that time there shall be peace.  As has not been since the days of Raemon’s Taking Out, so shall it be again.  Yet, if the Statue were to fall into the hands of the Tarq, all will be surely lost.  You must guard it more surely than you do your own borders.”
 
   “King Kamron sank again to a knee, promising, “I accept this sacred trust, and will hold true faith to this great sacrifice, I and all my generations.”
 
   Silence fell again.  The acolytes, unbeknownst to any of them (except perhaps Kai, who stood alertly at the edge of the verandah), had started a fire in the verandah’s pit.  Its evocative crackle was the perfect backdrop for the tingling tale-telling.  Loren, who loved all this deep chivalry stuff, heaved a great, contented sigh.
 
   No one said anything—whether brooding over what they’d heard or mute with disbelief that they were expected to believe all this, Ari couldn’t tell.  Galeb, perhaps the professional   storyteller in him feeling this wasn’t a satisfactory ending, finished, “And from that came the Five Hundred Years of Peace.  For innumerable generations, the Statue sat in the courtyard at the very center of the Palace Grounds in Archemounte, but as the centuries passed, and the reality of everything that Peace means began to dominate the thoughts of the Realms…it was gradually forgotten.”  He chuckled.  “We humans are an ungrateful lot, with short memories unless it serves our purpose to be otherwise.”
 
   “And where,” Melkin said in an odd, low voice, “is the Statue now?”
 
   Galeb shook his head regretfully.  “You ask things of the world, now, my friend.  The Empress has been lost to history…in more ways than one, apparently.  I don’t know where the Statue has disappeared to, nor who took it.”
 
   “Disappeared?!  Took it?!” Several voices said at the same time.  Galeb, gazing on the fire-lit faces around him, looked a trifle helpless at their repeated demonstrations of ignorance.  “It is long gone from Archemounte,” he clarified, shrugging.
 
   “Then the Enemy could have it,” Melkin snapped.  “Perhaps that is why we are seeing these omens of enemy activity!”  Cerise gave him a look of profound and cynical scorn. 
 
   “Not necessarily,” the Shepherd demurred, pausing to search the Master’s face quizzically.  “Do you not know?” he asked slowly.  He looked around the group, at the blank faces, at the obvious ‘know what?’ in everybody’s eyes.
 
   “The Five Hundred Years are up.”
 
     “The Followers…” Banion groaned from his mattress of pine boughs, where he lay like a beached whale covered in hairy barnacles.  He’d even run a comb through the haystack on his head.  They were all, with the exception of an un-missed Cerise, in various stages of cleanliness in one of the spacious rooms further back in the Shepherd’s hall.  A fire blazed cozily on the big hearth, and they were taking turns with the fresh water.
 
   “Who are the Followers?” Rodge asked cynically, just heaving his skinny self out of the basin.
               “The Whiteblades,” Banion said unhappily.  “The Swords of Light.”
 
   Rodge stared at him.  “So, gods fighting humans, streams of supernatural power, humans being turned into stone, gods captured in stone that used to be human—none of this bothers you, but mention the Swords of Light and you feel like we’re pushing the edges of probability.”
 
   “The Whiteblades are real,” Banion lowed.  He reminded Ari of a sick, hairy, downed cow.
 
   Rodge looked up from his toweling in shock.  “None of that nonsense tonight was real!  They’re fairytales, Banion!  He was telling us stories.”
 
   “Oh, they exist all right,” Banion contradicted him glumly.  “There’ve always been plenty of girls down through the centuries deluded enough to take on the roles.”
 
   All three boys looked at him blankly.  Melkin said dryly—and carefully, as he was trimming his iron-shot beard, “Merrani has been particularly plagued by the Whiteblades’ missionary zeal.”
 
   “The Swords of Light have been Pains in Butt for centuries—and now we have to go and hunt one up!”  Banion was almost howling.  He was an astonishing sight from a Northerner point of view; they tended to be more circumspect with their body size—and hair growth.  
 
   Personally, Ari had felt that took first place among all the implausible statements made that night.  After Galeb had admitted that accurate calendar-keeping was not an Addahite strength, and that the actual anniversary of Montmorency was sometime close but in reality unknown, Melkin had pressed him hard for any details about the Statue.  Where it might be.  If the Enemy knew of the importance of it.  What would happen if they got a hold of it.  What exactly was due to happen when the five hundred years ended.
 
   And Galeb’s advice?
 
   To ask the Swords of Light.  After all, he explained, the happenings of the world were their province. They’d all looked at him in open-mouthed incredulity.  When they’d parted with Cerise shortly afterward, there’d been a steady stream of contemptuous disbelief flowing from her thin lips.
 
   “He claimed to have no knowledge of the Ram,” Melkin said slowly, finished with his beard.  He looked across the room to where Kai stood at the window, watching the evening deepen over the canyon outside.  The Dra turned his head to look at him, shrugging his bronzed shoulders so that the muscles rolled.  “There is no guile amongst the Addahites,” was all he said.
 
   “Hmmph,” Banion retorted in ill humor.  “They’re all Illians.”  He made it sound like a contagious, pustulous disease.  “Addahites, Empresses, Swords of flaming Light…”
 
   Ari slipped out of the room.  He was unbearably restless and he wanted time to think.  Besides, it was hard to be crammed inside with a bunch of noisy men when the outdoors beckoned so strongly, whispering of beauty, of silence and fragrant peace.  He wandered back outside, rubbing his arms against the high country chill.  To the far side of the building, there was a small area of lawn—fronting rather abruptly the looming chasm that was the dominant terrain feature in this particular patch of Addah.  He walked to its edge, eyes rambling over the silent, enormous silhouette of the opposite mountains etched against the barely lighter blue-black of the sky.  Already, stars could be seen dimly, and they drew his eyes upward…and up and up until his mouth gaped open.  Seized with a sudden pulsing vertigo of exquisite awe, he let his knees give way and fell back, gazing unblinking at the vista stretching from one horizon to the other.
 
   Archemounte was famous for her gas street lights; he’d never even bothered looking at the sky in town…but even at Harthunters it had never really been dark at night.  And his and Loren’s nights outside had been in the heavy forests of the northwest Empire—cozy little bits of star-gazing seen through the trees.  Nothing, ever, like this.  He’d never seen anything like this.  The sky was enormous, black, so thick with stars it looked encrusted with diamonds.  The ground seemed to spin under him as his eyes traveled dizzily from one far solar system to another, the world suddenly a huge, unknowable, awesome place.  
 
   He felt like a speck, a bit of lint, in the face of this enormity.  How could anything be so huge as this picture in front of him, as this world singing with silent bits of light?  All the Shepherd’s talk of Il seemed to suddenly bubble quietly to the surface of his awareness, joined by barely remembered streams of thought from his childhood with the nuns.  They claimed Il was this big; vast and powerful enough to explain man’s convoluted trail of history, to explain how such beauty and wonder could travel side-by-side with such violence and utter evil.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   Sable, Her Most Royal Sovereign, Queen of the Imperial Realm of the North and Defender of the Great Northwest Wilds, sat crosswise in the Imperial Throne—a huge, one-size-fits-all behemoth of crimson and silver—one leg lounging on an armrest.  The hard part, coming to the decision, was done.  The harder part, convincing her fellow monarch of the plausibility of it, would commence as soon as he walked through the door.
 
   The great Throne Room, empty in the rays of the setting sun, glowed rose and gold, the colors reminding her powerfully of the first time she had ever seen it.  Then, the rich color had been spun from a hundred lanterns, reflecting off the enormous, polished wood floor holding the packed crowds of the Royal Welcoming Ball.  Tremendously young—they’d come for her when she was barely sixteen—she had been fresh from the south, cheeks still tanned, eyes sparkling with excitement and resolve.  There hadn’t been much fuss about succession; she’d grown up with the phrase, one step to the side of the High King’s Line, bouncing off her eardrums.  Her father, determined to give up the kingship, had drilled it into her along with the best education money could buy outside the University.  Long before her birth, he had been crippled in a bad fall, and the Imperial Councilmen, exhausted after decades of helping King Carnelian just exist, never mind rule, allowed the abdication with probably more relief than such irregularity should warrant.
 
   Used to running free through the benevolent, golden days of the south, she’d been brought up sharply by the cool, sharp people of the north, by the cool, sharp summers and frigid winters buried in snow, and by a Council thankful for a healthy young monarch that would do whatever they suggested.  Or so they thought.  She smiled grimly.  Hard to believe that had been seven years ago.  She felt like a grizzled veteran after all the battles she’d fought with the Council.  She remembered well that first major showdown, almost a year in the building, fed by rumors of secret meetings, unsanctioned decisions, independent action. It had been whispered to her one night that they were in full session.  To vote on a policy that had not even been brought before her.
 
   Coldly furious, she had marched into the lofty Imperial Council Room, feathers floating gently from her pink down dressing gown.  The room had gone dead quiet.  Her Prime Council at the time, Philian, had risen uncertainly and with a great show of civility.  “Your Majesty, what disturbs your rest?” he’d asked in affected concern.
 
   “I was not aware,” she’d answered, wrapping her already famous poise around her like a cold shield, “that Council was in formal session.  Which of course it is not,” her eyes swept the room, “since that is illegal in the Queen’s absence.”  She’d come prepared.  At her signal, Palace Guard had stepped quietly and impressively into each of the seventeen doors—one for every member, plus her own double doors—and the Councilmen looked over startled shoulders as every one of them was firmly drawn closed.
 
   “Surely,” Prime Council Philian said patronizingly, with a smooth, isn’t-she-adorable little laugh, “you do not mean to arrest your Council?”
 
   She let the question hang for a long minute unanswered, until several members that had been ignoring her looked up uncertainly and others stirred in their seat.  She moved gracefully to her place at the immense table and smiled a brittle smile.  “Of course not.  Not for a little misunderstanding.  Now, what is it we’re discussing?”
 
   Relief had spread almost palpably through the big, echoing room.  But no one answered her.  In fact, there was so much shuffling of parchment and moving of feet and coughing and looking around that the silence began to grow into an almost physical thing.  She said nothing, not about to dispel any of their well-deserved discomfort.
 
   Finally, Philian had to say something, and he had chosen, “It is nothing, Your Majesty…we’re but discussing how best to present certain matters to you at our next, er, formal session.”
 
   “Ah.  Well, you can practice on me now.”
 
   “No, no, Your Majesty.”  Again that annoying, sugary, run-along-to-bed-now little laugh.  “We are not ready.  We shall alert you when we are,” he’d said in encouraging dismissal.  He was a persuasive man.  That’s how he came to be Prime.  But she was Queen, and she was losing control and she wanted it back.  “I’ll wait,” she’d said glacially.
 
   That night, she had learned to put steel in her voice.  She’d discovered how to stand down discourtesy and stand up to stubbornness, how to rush at patience and outwait boldness.  It had been a long, long evening, overripe with flattery and bullying and superiority and pleading, and it taught her how fragile and frightened loyalty could be.  It won her the grudging respect of her Council, but it was only the greatest of her battles…not the last.
 
   She hoped her wisdom had kept pace with her cynicism.  But looking at the room as it was in the sunset, in her current pensive mood, she was reminded of the time when she’d had neither.  That first night…when her life was still magical, the Palace a fairytale, courtiers and Councilmen fresh and enchanting.
 
   Poor Cleeve, the man assigned to be her tutor in the ways of court, was perhaps an inappropriate choice.  He was a tiny, fussy, academic sort that came barely to her shoulder, had large spectacles, no imagination, and favored severe, colorless clothes with hose that tended to bag around the ankle.  Sable, a quick learner and full of mischief and energy, had been roughly twice as clever, twirling verbal loops around his fusty head so fast he was blinking and pondering as much as he was instructing.
 
   He’d been her escort the night of the ball, as was traditional, circling around the bright ballroom with her arm in his, making introductions, whispering agitated hints of decorum up at her—when she’d spotted Kane.
 
   Sable’s soft lips curved wryly at the memory.  Her father had idolized King Kane, the model of royalty, known throughout the Realms for his justice, his keen judgment, the marked (and un-Imperial) warmth he had for his people.  The first thing she’d noticed, however, was that he was very large, very fit, and strikingly handsome.  Tanned from time at sea, the blue-gray eyes penetrating and full of character, he towered over everyone else in the scintillating room.  Seek him out, her father had advised her, value his council.  Had she ever been anything but a dutiful and obedient daughter?
 
   Eyes shining, lips parted eagerly, she’d set off energetically across the ballroom, almost jerking Master Cleeve off his feet.  His poor legs practically churned air trying to keep up with her.  Used to dragging along willful horses as she was, poor Master Cleeve was as so much empty space.
 
   They came to an abrupt halt in front of the King of Merrani, who’d been watching their progress in fascination.  Smiling winningly, she’d curtsied low…which didn’t work out well for  Cleeve, still linked in her arm and finding himself suddenly dashed to the floor.
 
   “Your Majesty,” she’d gushed brightly—and was crushed when his first words were, “Monarchs…must be thoughtful of those that are less powerful…in their grasp.”  She was pretty sure the whole incident had been exaggerated by an indignant Cleeve and a bevy of tittering ladies-in-waiting (she really didn’t remember anything very well that night but Kane), but the crush she’d had on the Merranic King had been memorable enough.  It had taken years to get over it.  They’d been inseparable since the first, he realizing she needed a good deal of advice and she delighted at any time he could spend with her.  Kane, a father of nine at the time, had hardly shared her infatuation, but he had gone from avuncular advisor to fatherly mentor to now close as a brother.
              That made one friend, and they were a rare commodity—the Palace was a hornet’s nest of intrigue, though the Assassinations of Carnelian’s reign had, unbelievably, cleaned out the worst of it.  It made her deeply thankful to Melkin, ornery and stubborn as he was.  He was scrupulously honest, at least, and you were never in doubt about what he thought.  She’d been lucky to keep him and she knew it, proud as he was.  Within a scant few years of taking the throne, the reshuffling of personnel required by the new Palace forced itself onto her list of duties.  After endless debating, Throne and Council had agreed to retain such positions as Groundsmaster, Weaponsmaster, Horsemaster, Guardsmaster (much reduced in scope), but the vast majority of the old positions were ruled obsolete…including Melkin’s.
 
   She’d insisted on telling each of the newly unemployed personally…rather beneath a ruler’s dignity, the disapproving whispers circled.  But Sable was well aware that the decisions meant much more than the loss of a few staff members—all of the posts were those linked deeply to tradition and the past, especially defense.  This had been one of the most divisive issues in the building of the New Palace, and the political overtones were deafening.  The Empire was doing away with a way of life, with an ideology, and though she was committed to the course, that didn’t mean she couldn’t be saddened at the passing of the Old Ways, or appreciate those who had fulfilled their duties so faithfully.
 
   Melkin was without contest the hardest interview; of course, she felt the worst about him.  She remembered her faint shock when he walked through the door.  She hadn’t seen him since she was about twelve, when he and Lauralin had come to visit Mother and Father.  He’d always been gruff and taciturn…but Lauralin could make sun out of thunderclouds.  She and Sable’s mother were alike, but even her sister couldn’t match Lauralin for making people smile just to be around her.  With her death, Melkin’s face had lined, his hair had silvered, and those shrewd grey eyes turned piercing, alight with the angry, bitter intensity that had taken the place of his love for his wife.
 
   She’d cleared her throat uncomfortably.
 
   “I hope you’re not going to apologize,” he said with a scathing dryness, his voice the same sandpaper-on-gravel that she remembered.  The unpleasantness on his face looked like it had been settled there for a lifetime instead of just a few years.
 
   “Melkin,” she began, “I would very much like you to stay on, perhaps teach at University.  Your scope and depth of knowledge lay far above and beyond your craft—they are irreplaceable…”
 
   He had stared at her in angry amazement.  “Are you out of your mind?!  I want nothing to do with your REIGN!  You have signed the North’s death warrant if the Enemy were ever to attack again, what with your “Ornamental Wall Remains,” and the release of the Wolf, and the reduction in the Patrols…!” he’d snapped in snarling disdain, mindless of rank, title or station.  He’d stared at her almost viciously, his voice dropping into low, bitter accusation.  “You think because we haven’t seen the Enemy in a couple hundred years that all the wars of all the millennia preceding this never happened, that the—”
 
   “And what if we’re wrong?” she’d interrupted quickly, though there was nothing in all the facts laid before the Council that would suggest such a thing.  “Melkin,” she said persuasively, moving around the big desk that separated them, “I am surrounded by people who all believe the same about an issue that has split the North almost in half.  I need a voice from the opposition.  And I need one that is not afraid of being surrounded.”
 
   His eyes had snapped at her like firecrackers, but for or against, she couldn’t tell.  “I know you would not accept favoritism because of our relation,” she said carefully.  “And that is not what I am offering.”
 
   “Don’t ever mention that again,” he said so quietly, in so different a voice than the one he’d been berating her with, that she paused, mouth still partly open.
 
   “The less your enemies know about you, the less they can hurt you.”
 
   And she suddenly had an advisor on staff, one that not only didn’t mind being politically outnumbered, but that wasn’t overly timid about anything.
 
   Impatient with the inactivity of memories, Sable flicked her leg off the Throne and rose, gliding restlessly across the wide expanse of flooring all the way to the great windows capturing the last of the sun.  Her simple gown glowed vermillion, the gold beads at the top of the high waist glinting like the real thing in the rays of the sunset.  She stared reflectively out through windows three times her height, gazing at her Realm as it stretched far away to the south.  Was compromise so impossible?  Could they not be prepared for war and enjoy peace at the same time?
 
   Just then, the double doors at one end of the room were flung open and Kane strode in, long-legged and impatient.  His boots echoed ringingly as he spotted her and pounded over.
 
   “I’ve been here a week, Sable, and as we get ready to ride you’ve suddenly got to talk?” he said vexedly.  His hair had distinguished grey wings now, his beard streaked with the same, but his eyes had not lost their keenness, nor their emotive power—currently occupied with shooting darts of aggravation her way.
 
   She took a deep breath to steady herself, and forced her eyes to meet his.  “I’ve decided to call a Kingsmeet.”
 
   Silence thundered through the room.  There, it was said.  Too late to take it back.  He was staring at her like she’d grown a third eye.  He finally rocked back on his heels, ran a big hand through his hair, sent his eyes on a brief survey of the room, and brought them back to stare at her again.
 
   “A Kingsmeet?” he finally repeated.
 
   She nodded, a picture of composure.  “There are things we need to discuss—”
 
   “There hasn’t been a Kingsmeet in, what, 150, 200 years?”  He was beginning to look agitated as the implications sunk in.
 
   “Yes, well, that’s no reason we can’t—”
 
   “There very well is a reason we can’t!” he said pointedly.  “Several reasons!  One of them being we don’t currently have four kings!”
 
   “There have been women ruling the Empire for centuries, Kane,” she said with dry patience.
 
   “And none of them have ever been at a Kingsmeet, Sable!” he snapped.  A storm was beginning to brew.  He moved closer, his broad chest filling her view.  “By definition, Kingsmeets are DEEPLY traditional—”
 
   “Traditions may need to change!” she had to almost shout to be heard over his big voice.  “You and Melkin keep harping on me to keep my mind open, to consider all this evidence without preconceptions.  Well,” she all but demanded, “I would expect you to be pleased to hear that I think it’s time the four Realms came together again!  We need to compare notes, to weigh each other’s…evidence.  If they have any to share.  Perhaps even to come to some common understanding, a plan of action, if such is needed—Kane!” she interposed quickly at the look on his face, “It is madness that in this day of advanced communications, Cyrrh and the Ramparts are virtual strangers!  You have told me the Kings of the Borders never leave them!  That you are an anomaly and my ideas of trying to meet with the other rulers are foolish!  So what choice do I have?”
 
   He was staring broodily at her, scowling.  His huge arms had crossed and he loomed over her now, eyes starting to kindle as the storm gained strength, his words like the low, soft rumble of thunder on the horizon.
 
   “Sable, you are playing with something that you don’t begin to understand.  The Kings will expect a standard from you that you don’t even know exists.  These men are not the brainless, invertebrate chairwarmers of your Council—”
 
   “Please, Kane!” she snapped before he could gain any more momentum.  “Lord Khrieg is a barely upright septuagenarian that can’t even get my name right when we exchange our annual reports—”
 
   He spun away from her, displeasure barely contained, circling back around her slim figure like a wolfhound around a hare.
 
   “—and Rach Kyr is younger than I—”
 
   “That is exactly what I mean!” he snapped in a roar, swinging in on her.  She didn’t even flinch—their arguments had given her enormous and quite handy self-control.  As a side benefit, after facing his wrath, it was difficult to get too excited about her scrawny, pasty, squeaky opponents on the Council.
 
   “You will horribly underestimate these men, humiliate yourself, demean the whole ceremony to the realm of the laughable, and relegate any chance of effectively working together to the midden heap!  Khrieg may be old and apathetic after his Lady’s death, but he represents a culture we know nothing about!  We’ll be barely speaking the same language!  You think to share evidence?” he scorned.  “You can barely give credence to the idea of gryphons—which your grandfather can remember seeing—so how is it you think you’ll have the patience to listen to a discourse on white stag birth rates or the advice of centaurs???!”
 
   She blinked at him.
 
   “And Kyr may be considered barely in his majority in the North, but he’s been ruling since he was fourteen.  He’s lost a wife and two sons to an Enemy you’re still skeptical even exists, and has seen more of life in his few short years than you’ll probably know in your entire, pampered, existence!!!  Treat these men like simpletons,” he roared, “and you will finish the job of alienating them that your brainless predecessors have so idiotically started!”
 
   He glared angrily at her.  She stared obstinately back.  “It’s just a discussion, Kane.  Amongst the Rulers of the Realms facing a potential threat—”
 
   “With every word you say, you prove my point, Sable!  THIS WILL NOT BE A SESSION OF YOUR COUNCIL!  A Kingsmeet is a WAR TABLE!!!” he bellowed, eyes boring into hers.  “This is a thing of the Legends and the Ages of War—topics you’re so embarrassed about, they’re not even taught at your precious University!  This will be a joke to you, like kids at a party dressing up like Knights and Whiteblades, a patronizing parody of what it is intended to be!”
 
   She was getting tired of all of this impassioned invective.  When he drew breath, she interjected crisply, “Do not mistake me for my predecessors, Kane, nor my thoughts and beliefs for those of my countrymen.  I am well aware of the North’s sense of self-importance.”
 
   He just looked at her, huge hands on still-trim hips, grim and breathing hard through his nose.  She realized she was sounding defensive.  “Look, I will heed your advice.  I confess I had not considered how the other Realms might see this.  This will be accomplished with the utmost attention to decorum and respect for the Old Ways…but it will be accomplished.”  She narrowed her eyes and began, slowly, to circle him.
 
   “You know as well as I,” she said in velvet persuasion, “that this is what is needed.  We must have more than a couple of annual sentences of formal froth between the Realms if an issue of the Enemy stirring is on the horizon.  You cannot deny this, and I would think you would embrace it.”
 
   She stopped in front of him, grabbing and holding his eyes.  He scowled at her.
 
   “This is exactly what is needed,” he finally growled out reluctantly.  “And I would leap for joy that you’ve finally seen sense…if you were a King.”  And with that he turned on his heel and stalked out of the Throne Room.
 
    It rankled a little.  She was a grown woman with many years of experienced rule under her belt.  Now, Kane was notorious for his blunt advice; he had called her foolish, bumbling, amateurish, even stupid, over the years.  But, it had been a long time since his frankness had bothered her.
 
   The silken, pale orange hem of her gown whispered as it followed her down the long, quiet back stairways…whispering, whispering.  Her thoughts flew restlessly, steps disappearing heedlessly beneath her slippers.  To imply she was a child, playing a game for adults!  Well, she had read the Histories, even ordered the newest manuscripts from the University Library to make sure she had the latest information.
 
   So why this great hole where her answers to Kane should have been?
 
   Relieved to see the floor she wanted, she swept off the stairs and over to the beautifully worked door of the side entrance to the Royal Archives.  She’d been down here many, many times over the years and the Master Archivist barely glanced up at her.
 
   He looked dimly surprised when she marched up to his big desk.
 
   “Master Vill, please tell me where I can find the oldest traditions and lore of the Realms.”
 
   An agonizing minute passed while he absorbed this.  He was a dour, orderly old thing, and he preferred matters sensible, predictable, and easily categorized.  It was apparent he was finding Her Majesty a bit frivolous.  With great dignity, he answered, “If you remember, Majesty, you have already read every volume we have of the Ancient Histories…”
 
   “What I’m looking for is not there.  I don’t want to read about old documents; I want to read the Old Records.  There must be some, somewhere.”
 
   He frowned severely at her.  With a stately displeasure, he said, “Of course we have some of the older Records, though by no fault of ours they are no longer well-preserved.  But, Majesty,” his voice became one of sepulchral disapproval, “these are the raw notes of the uneducated generations of the Ages of War.  They have not been interpreted, collated, proofed for accuracy, the perceptions provided being both biased and emotional—”
 
   “Yes,” she said, hiding impatience behind briskness.  “That’s just what I want.”
 
   He looked at her in blank disbelief.  Slowly, as if he couldn’t believe there was no other choice, he reached under the big desk, removed a set of keys, and tottered with a distinct air of reproach over to a small, arched, ancient-looking door in the nearby wall.  Sable curbed her royal temper, sparing a thought for Kane’s well-disciplined Fortress.  His staff scurried at even a hint of a command.  But, she chided herself, is it really worth the heavy-handedness to get it?   Servants were people, too, and as such deserved a certain amount of respect—
 
   “Your Majesty,” Master Vill turned to her in one last apparent effort, “I must discourage such an unwise—”
 
   “Open the flaming door!”
 
   Even the old records were stored neatly.  Rows and rows of tomes stretched away from her, some with their spines crumbling into dust.  The room was low-ceilinged, with no windows and few lights, smelling of musty paper and wood and, faintly, of rat.  She walked slowly down the dim aisles, fingers trailing across thin spines, fat spines, no spines with the binding cords clearly showing in the oldest—no, there were older yet.  Rolls of dusty parchment lay on top of the shelves, stacked to the ceiling.
 
   With Master Vill’s deeply offended help, she found it.  It was right in the middle of the middle row, a medium-sized, well-worn volume titled simply, “The Kingsmeet.”  On the leather cover were pressed the faded colors of the four Trieles:  the Diamond, the Sapphire, the Emerald and the Ruby.
 
   She took it to a rough work table at the end of the row, gently opened it—and felt a surge of triumph.  It was perfect.  A brief introduction detailing the original meeting, its quick ascension into a formal ceremony.  The most well-known Kingsmeets and the famous results.  Pages devoted to the role of each Realm at the actual meeting.  And, wonder of wonders, an entire chapter detailing each step of a Kingsmeet ceremony, step-by-step, word-by-required-word.  She felt a shiver go down her backbone, staring at the elegant script flowing across the page in front of her.  Kane was right.  She would have looked a complete and utter fool.
 
   She pored over that book for hours, until her eyes were gritty and her neck and shoulders ached from peering at the faded pages.  She was exhausted by the time she finally left with the book in hand, but grimly victorious.  And as she mounted the same staircase, she was not surprised to see grey mist lifting off the face of her waking Realm.  Her chin tilted, preparing for battle.  She had a meeting of Throne and Council in about an hour, and they were not going to like what she had to say.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   They angled steadily down across the green, sloping face of the Wilds.  It was like one huge, emerald lawn, flowing smoothly around solemn, soaring boulders that made up whole hillsides in a timeless kind of grandeur.  Deer, rabbits, and game birds bounded away from them a dozen times a day in the unending leagues of meadow.  At night, wolfsong drifted through the crystalline blackness, and owls hauntingly questioned their wisdom.
 
   The first time they’d heard the wolves howl, their spines tingling with a reaction as old as man, it was the morning after they’d left the Shepherd’s.  Melkin, bent over his girth strap, snapped his head up like the pack was rushing down from the hills right then.  Ari raised his fiery eyebrows at Loren—given all the game around and the size of their party, and the Master’s supposed familiarity, it seemed an incongruously nervous response.
 
   “Mount up,” he commanded, sharp eyes peeling away the distance in the direction of the howls.  Cerise and Rodge clambered up like the ground was on fire, but the boys exchanged another look, quite comfortable with the sounds of the wild—until he barked, “NOW!” and they scrambled onto their horses barely in time to move out with the rest of the party.
 
   Kai, who usually trotted on ahead of them, was going the other way this morning, crouched low and tight, like he was hunting.  But the trip remained idyllic, that day and the several that followed flowing into one long daydream of paradise proportions.
 
   Ari was in love.  Somehow, he was convinced, he would find his way back to this land.  The call of the high country was in his blood, deep and sure as if he’d spent his life here.  He gave a huge sigh of vast contentment, and since they were all riding bunched up together rather than in single file down a trail, everyone heard it.
 
   “Are you all right?” Cerise asked sarcastically.  She had bags under her pale eyes from restless nights—may have been the wolves—and the lack of sleep hadn’t sweetened her disposition any.
 
   Banion chuckled behind his rough covering of facial hair, giving Ari a wink.  “It’s these mountains…got a nice big feel to them, like a tossing sea when a storm’s brewing.”  Rodge looked at him askance.
 
   “How is it we don’t see more Addahites?” Ari asked eagerly.
 
   Banion scratched at his beard.  “This here is blizzard country; snow and wind scream down off the heights like Raemon himself’s behind them and the whole center of the Wastes barely qualifies as habitable for most of the year.  We think most of the Addahites live in the East, where the Eastern Sea keeps the temperatures a little warmer and the winds aren’t as biting.  Don’t know, of course…not the type to fill out a census, and no one really knows much about them.”
 
   “How can that be?” Loren interjected, waving his hand absently at a bumblebee.  “We’ve been neighbors for centuries.”
 
   Banion grunted.  “Reclusive.  Mind their own business and don’t mix much except when they bring the sheep down for shearing.  And, of course, they’re Illians,” he added sourly.
 
   “So?” Ari said, continually surprised this was such a thorn in Merranic flesh.  “They just believe in a different god.”
 
   “It’s not that simple,” he muttered.
 
   Ari looked at him expectantly.  He was increasingly interested in Il, the God of this great, sweeping, powerful country, the God of his childhood.
 
   “They claim they’ve got the only valid one,” Banion explained darkly.  “There are four gods and a couple minor cult deities in the Realms, but they don’t seem to think they count.  Then, they have to proselytize all over the place.  Like we care about Il when we’ve got Vangoth.  Flaming Swords of Light…always infecting…” he was beginning to mutter vitriol, the words getting lost in the tangle of growth around his mouth.
 
   The boys glanced at each other, Rodge’s mobile face showing signs of amusement.  Seeing a chance for entertainment, he asked innocently, “These, uh, these Swords of Light…why are they always women?”
 
   “Because the original band was women!” Banion barked at him, definitely snappish.  “All shapes and colors and sizes, from all different Realms.  Girls today that decide they just can’t live without being missionaries for Il take on one of the personas, whichever fits them best, forget their old life, give their new one to the Ways of Il, and dedicate the rest to tormenting the Realms.  There’s a book,” he continued grimly, “they can use for reference, full of all twenty of ‘em with pictures and descriptions and their very own little life stories.  What they don’t know is that we use it to hunt them down.”
 
   Ari almost fell off his gelding.  Memory inundated him, shocking him to his stirrups.  He had seen that book.  It came rushing back to him like someone had smacked him with it, and once more he was sitting in Lord Harthunter’s big library, gazing in delight at the bright pictures, the beautiful old paper…He must have still been pretty young, the memories of the nuns that had raised him still fresh, because he remembered staring at the portraits of pretty girls and imagining in his baby mind that his nuns were among them.  He had pored over that book for years, had known all the stories by heart, could almost see the fancy writing flowing across the rich, frail yellow pages.  The Book of Ivory.
 
   How strange that his mind had become so enmeshed in his past, when right now it was his future that needed all his attention.  He’d even thought to ask the Shepherd about Il, what exactly his Illian nuns would have believed in, but Melkin had a fire lit under him.  They’d left after that one night.
 
   Melkin had been morose ever since, saying hardly a word except to Kai or Banion and looking so dour that no one dared approach him.  In class, he’d been fastidious, robes crisp and clean, beard neatly trimmed, speech as sharp and intellectual as it was scathing.  Now, well, the dingy cloak wrapped up behind his saddle had seen a lot of road dust, and its owner had taken on the quiet watchfulness of those who’ve lived in the wild.  Even Rodge, largely concerned with his aching back, which was being jolted hours on end from the steady ride downhill, had noticed.
 
   “Maybe he used to work for the Border,” he’d hypothesized one night.  Loren and Ari had snorted appreciatively—the Patrol that ranged the Empire’s Borders with Cyrrh were supposedly tough as forged iron, a whole different breed of Imperial Police, quiet, dangerous men that spent months alone in the western forests.  It was ridiculous, of course, but still…there was something.  The hilt of the sword riding in its saddle scabbard had as much wear as the cloak.
 
   In spite of Rodge’s complaints and Melkin’s damping silence, they were all settling into the camaraderie of extended traveling companions.  The routine of the road, the familiarity that comes from constant and close acquaintance, began to instill a sense of comfortableness.  One could argue too much comfort.  Occasionally, lines had to be redrawn.
 
   One night, Rodge, sick of Ari and Loren’s thousandth conversation about the Heroes’ Swords and cranky from the whole road trip, walked up behind Kai.  He was headed to his pack, but the sight of the Dra’s blades was too much.  “Do you have names for your swords, too?” he half-sneered contemptuously, reaching out to touch one of the hilts.
 
   He’d barely started the motion when he suddenly found himself flung by the neck and pinned against a nearby tree trunk.  His friends’ mouths dropped, horrified at Rodge’s gasping red face and Kai’s effortless, at-arm’s-length, muscle-popping stance.
 
   “Wait, wait, Kai!” Ari said, scrambling to his feet and running over.  “It’s just prattle,” he said hurriedly, anxious to pull the big hand off Rodge’s throat but not sure he wanted to touch the coiled lethality of the Dra.  He was fairly certain that Kai could handle both of them without too much inconvenience.  “He didn’t mean anything by it—you know Rodge!  He’s always spouting off.”
 
   The sharp, bronzed planes of his face were emotionless, but after all their days on the trail together, Ari was sure he’d be able to tell if the Dra was angry.  His eyes didn’t look angry.
 
   He was right.  As abruptly as he put him there, Kai released Rodge, and calmly walked away.  Rodge, who pooled into a rather unmanly heap on the ground, commenced a dramatic and noisy search for air, Ari and Loren bent worriedly over him.
 
   “Men have died trying to touch Dra steel,” Melkin said coldly from behind them.  His face was twisted with disgust.  “You’d better grow up,” he told Rodge by way of comfort.
 
   It was sobering.  Also, it intensified this feeling that Ari had of being one of the children, a boy that needed men to look after him, that needed to do what he was told and keep his mouth shut.  He stewed over it that night, and the next morning asked Banion if he’d mind some sword work in the evenings. You’d think from the ecstatic bellowing that followed that a large and hairy child had just gotten a bag of sugar sticks.  Melkin, after a few minutes of watching them spar that first night, was so convinced of the importance of further instruction that he absolved them of dinner duty for the remainder of their trip.  The Master was by far the best cook among them anyway, Ari told himself, trying not to be offended.
 
   “Banion, I hold you responsible for turning these worthy young men into skilled and well-muscled CRETINS,” Rodge said in mocking disdain, glancing at them trade blows from where he was gathering firewood.
 
   Not to be outdone, Cerise ostentatiously removed her bow and quiver from her saddlepack and walked a short distance away to fire off several rounds.  When they all came in for dinner, Banion curiously drew out one of her arrows and looked it over.  It was a beautiful, slim thing of golden wood and crisp white fletching, and its quiver was a veritable work of art.  There was even gold trim around the edges of it.  
 
   “Ought to work fine,” Banion rumbled, “if we’re attacked by rabbits.”  Rodge grinned at him.  Cerise glared at them all. 
 
   “Men,” she snorted nastily.  “You all think there’s a war around every corner and an invasion force just up the road.  I’ve got some news for you—there is no “rising” and you’re not going to get to play with your weapons this generation.”  She did glance over to make sure Melkin was still talking quietly to Kai in the tree line.  “The Realms are as safe, stable, and secure as they have always been.  Probably would always HAVE been if you boys in men’s bodies didn’t have to have your ridiculous games.”
 
   Banion stopped demolishing his grouse leg.  “You don’t think there was an Enemy needed fighting all those years ago?” he asked, deceptively interested.
 
   “Of course there was an enemy,” she snapped impatiently.  “But there are other ways of dealing with conflict than to just blindly turn and swing.”
 
   “I think you’re right,” Banion agreed, returning to his grouse.
 
   She looked at him suspiciously.
 
   “In fact, if we ever end up facing them again, I vote we send you out in front to talk some sense into both sides.”
 
   “Seconded,” Rodge piped up.
 
   Melkin’s grim presence loomed up over them, then, and Cerise had to choke back her retort.
 
   Ari dreamed of the Empress and Ivory that night.  They were all sitting around a fire by the garden of his youth, tucking him into his bed—somehow set into the tangled growth of the garden patch.  He woke up thinking ruefully that he was losing his perspective.
 
   Several days out from the Shepherd’s Hall, they rode into Shearling.  The horses’ hooves raised desolate clouds of dust as they walked down empty streets, lined with row after row of deserted buildings.  After a week of riding through nothing but soft grass and wide-open space, it was a little creepy, like the world had moved on while they were wandering around in the maze of the Wolflands’ fairytales.  Clumps of wool fluttered everywhere, looking lost and lonely, but that was all they saw moving until they reached the river.  A few weeks out of the year, the only known town in Addah burst with bleating, wooly life, a cheerful cacophony of shearing and selling and buying of a year’s worth of basic necessities before the Addahites disappeared back up into their hills with their naked sheep.  It was the finest wool in the Realms, unfortunately for the reclusive locals.  Their quiet little business with the North had turned into a huge trade fair, famous throughout the Empire and attended by thousands.  
 
   They were several weeks late for the shearing, but the banks of the Kendrick still rippled with steady activity.  Barges lined both sides of it for almost a half-league, barely bobbing in the smooth current.  Despite its width here, it only took about three of the enormous, flat boats to span the river.  
 
   “You’ve gotta be kidding,” Rodge said, looking over the scene as Melkin led them right down to the quay.  “He can’t possibly be thinking of going by water,” he said with dismay.  
 
   “It’ll cut the time to the Coast by over half,” Banion said cheerfully.  With a pleased rumble, he laboriously dismounted and headed to a nearby dock.  Another huge man, indubitably Merranic with that girth, threw up his hands at sight of him and bellowed something loud and utterly incomprehensible.
 
   “I thought you hated your stupid horse,” Loren said, trying to cheer Rodge up.
 
   “At least I can stop Radish,” he mourned bitterly.
 
   “You can hardly keep him going,” Cerise observed tartly.  
 
   They did indeed rent a barge, from Banion’s friend Effenrike, no less.  Ari and Loren were thrilled, all for packing as much adventure as possible into the summer…Rodge not quite as much.  The planks of the barge were thick and sound underfoot, the huge surface so steady under them that only Cerise’s high-strung chestnut had to be coaxed into the holding pen in the center.  There were a few crates and barrels bound for Merrani that sat just in front of the livestock pens, looking lonely and forlorn in the space used for many tons of cargo.  Aside from that, there were only the few features for passengers at the far bow and stern and the rest of the barge was flat, deserted space.
 
   “Welcome, welcome!” Effenrike boomed at them as the party gathered up at the bow once the horses were settled.  Cerise gave him a once-over with a lip already starting to curl.   Loren and Ari, however, began to grin as their eyes took in the fur vest, tall boots, and the beautifully-hilted broadsword hanging from his well-fed waist.  Men didn’t walk around in the North with belted swords—this was looking more rakish and exciting every minute.  
 
   Effenrike and Banion were old acquaintances, or so the rest of them assumed.  They carried on an endless series of reminiscings, largely incoherent and accompanied by great guffaws of laughter and much slapping of the back, while Shearling dock hands threw off the dozens of thick ropes binding the barge to shore.
 
   And that quickly, they had slipped away from the High Wilds.  Effenrike guided them, without paying any apparent attention to the process, through the chaos of drifting barges and smaller boats that clogged the river.  It was several minutes, even being the off-season, before the river cleared out and everyone could relax a little.
 
   The novelty of river flotation unfortunately faded rather quickly.  Relaxation turned to boredom, the thrilling pulse to stilted monotony.  The sun was hot, there was no shade, the scenery changed very slowly, and there wasn’t much to do.  They were sitting around staring at the bank, at each other, and at Effenrike, when Rodge said in disgust, “There’s a rat or something under there.”  He pointed down to the pathetic little pile of cargo.  “I saw the tarp move.”
 
   “No rats on my boats!” Effenrike said, somehow managing to sound cheerful and offended at the same time.
 
   Kai, endlessly alert, must have also been bored.  He began to glide, lithe and silent, toward the cargo, and Ari felt a smile tug at his lips.  Sending a Dra after a rat might be considered a little overkill.
 
   But it wasn’t a rat that scurried out when Kai flicked back the heavy tarp.  A filthy boy with matted hair leapt out, dashing for the edge of the barge like a bolt of lightning.  Faster than the eye could follow, the Dra reached out one long arm and snatched the dirty collar, hauling him like so much deadwood back up against the side of a crate.  With a contortionist’s agility, obviously desperate, and highly motivated to be somewhere else, the boy wriggled and squirmed, almost coming out of his overshirt.
 
   “Ho!” Effenrike bellowed.  “A stowaway!”  He locked the steering wheel and lumbered agitatedly down the barge, the rest of them in tow.  By the time they’d reached the excitement, the boy’s frantic movements had ceased.  He lay pressed without a word under Kai’s implacable hands, panting heavily.  His face, squished up against the crate, was almost impossible to see under its coating of grime and the wads of hair dangling off of his head.
 
   Melkin frowned heavily at him for several minutes, waiting for Effenrike, who was delivering a loud and outraged storm of empty invective, to run out of wind.  When he paused to take a breath, Melkin interposed in his gravelly voice, “What are you doing here, boy?”
 
   There wasn’t even a flicker of acknowledgement, certainly no attempt to answer.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “A common river rat, that’s who!” Effenrike pronounced, and would’ve continued with his earlier thoughts if Banion hadn’t laid a restraining hand on his arm.  He spluttered down and was quiet.
 
   Melkin, still suspicious, growled quietly, “Search him.”  Ari thought that was a little paranoid; it was obviously just a dirty waif.  The chances of finding a blade from the Sheel or a heavy bag of incriminating coin seemed a little slim.
 
   The Dra moved in close, using his muscled body to pin him while one hand began its efficient work—except he stopped almost before he’d begun, stepping back like he’d been burnt and releasing all but the soiled collar.
 
   “It’s a woman,” he said, deep, expressionless, and to the point.
 
   In the second it took for this to register, the stowaway made another play for freedom, bolting so quickly he—she—made it to the end of Kai’s reach before being jerked to a stop.  He—she—squirmed with the frantic desperation of despair even then, managing to get out of the overshirt with such supple speed it was almost unreal.  But even faster, Kai had caught one of the slim wrists in his bronze hand, and she was whirled to face him, a dirty grey mouse in the talons of a sleek hawk.  For a moment she worked her arm, straining away from him, then, reluctantly, grew still.  In all the dirt on her face, really the only thing that could be seen were two big dark eyes, fastened now on the deep, glittering ones staring down at her.
 
   The boys looked on this little tableau with a bright interest, much revived after the latest revelation.  Cerise was not quite as charmed by the implications.  “Filth!” she spat.  “Parasite!  She’s probably stolen half of our things already.”
 
   “I don’t know how she got on board,” Effenrike muttered, anger gone like a blustery squall blown on by the wind.  
 
   Still the Dra and his catch stood, motionless and staring at each other, tension sparking almost visibly between them.  She looked at least as ready as the Dra to make a sudden move…as if any let-up in his attention…
 
   “Girl,” Melkin said, almost gently, making more than one set of eyes glance his way.  His voice was deeply persuasive, without an ounce of rasp or acid.  Basically, like someone else’s.
 
   But it was enough to break the wary magnetism between the two in front of him.  Reluctantly, and with a faint sense of surprise, her eyes drifted to him.
 
   “What do you do here?” he asked as soon as he had her attention.  The voice was the same, without any accusation or judgment.  Ari had the impression it caught her off guard.  She stared for several seconds while the silence built, then slowly and with an odd accent to her low voice, said, “I needed…to…leave.  In a hurry.”
 
   “Probably running from the Imperial Police,” Cerise said with asperity.  “It’s our civic duty to turn her in, Master Melkin.”  The unemployed were deeply disapproved of by the North, and it was only half-joked that thieves were worse than murderers.  Bad for the economy.
 
   Effenrike chuckled under his breath.  “Kendrick’s neutral territory.  Captains decide the justice on their own boats and barges.”  It didn’t really occur to any of them that he was in charge—even after he said it.
 
   “We’ll not harm you,” Melkin said, so convincingly that she straightened from her full, tensed tilt away from the Dra and stopped straining to escape.  “What’s your name?” he continued.
 
   Again there was a pause, then finally, “Selah.”
 
   Cerise snorted angrily.  “Like you can believe anything she tells you.”
 
   Effenrike murmured a negative.  “That’s an Addahite name.  They say nothing but the truth.”
 
   “Which would be an excellent cover if you were lying!” Cerise said through gritted teeth.  Effenrike’s brow furrowed.
 
   “I have a deal for you,” Melkin continued firmly.  “We will give you leave to accompany us in exchange for doing travel chores:  cooking, cleaning, mending tack and clothes, fishing…”
 
   She stared at him levelly.  Surprising to Ari, she didn’t seem frightened.  Wary as a rabbit around sleeping hounds, but not scared.  Very slowly, she began to nod.  “All right,” she said in her husky voice.
 
   “No!” Cerise cried.
 
   “All right,” Loren murmured enthusiastically.
 
   Guardedly, her eyes slid up to her dark captor.  He looked at her gravely.  She looked at him warily.  He looked at her.  She looked at him.  Then, with great deliberation, he uncurled his long, brown fingers.  With a flash of almost defiance in her eyes, she allowed her hand to lay in his for a second, then whisked it calmly away.
 
   Melkin had the boys rig four blankets up and fill the cookpot with water so she could bathe.  Rodge, the smallest person present, grudgingly gave up trousers and a tunic to the project—he was as disapproving of crime and vagrancy as any Northerner, but she was a girl.  And her quiet tongue and air of vaguely criminal mystery made her immediately more interesting than Cerise had ever been.
 
   Loren turned on his not inconsiderable charm, gallantly hiding his disappointment when Selah finally emerged from behind the blankets.  She was, unfortunately, as plain as muddy water.  Her short hair was thick and she had those big eyes, but otherwise was pretty unremarkable.
 
   Cerise walked around her, eyeing her with an ill-concealed smirk and well aware of the flattering comparison between the two of them.  Selah was damp and dumpy and shapeless in her baggy clothes, dark hair of indeterminate and unflattering style, face still grubby despite its scrubbing.   Next to her, Cerise was all slender elegance, expensive clothes swirling in rich folds in her well-bred saunter around the newcomer.  Her ashy blonde hair was piled into classy mounds on her head, her skin clear, her pale blue eyes screaming polished disdain.  
 
   “Good,” she said smugly, then turned to the boys.  “First, empty and refill this pot—I’m going to bathe.  Then,” she pivoted to fix Selah in her sights, “you may wash these clothes…and there is a tear here in the lower leg that needs mending.”
 
   “She’s not your personal servant,” Ari said without thinking, and instantly regretted it.  He never spoke to girls unless it was compulsory—all these days on the trail hadn’t exactly made him want to change his rules for Cerise.  Rodge and Loren both looked at him dumbly.  Melkin, who’d acted so disinterested in the proceedings everyone had assumed he’d forgotten her, said from across the raft, “Selah will do whatever needs done.”  Ari felt his face grow as hot as his hair.
 
   She added a whole new dimension to interpersonal relations on the raft.  Loren smiled and made small talk, lounging near her—mostly in her way—while Rodge tried to get her to laugh.  She plunged readily into the tasks Cerise kept coming up with, and with such deft familiarity that it was obvious she was no stranger to manual labor.  Ari had never seen anyone move with such quick, nimble smoothness; she had the poised grace of a deer.  She got more done in an hour than the farm girls at Harthunters did in half a day.
 
    Effenrike, despite his vociferous attack on the stowaway in the beginning, had completely forgotten about her by the time the blankets went up.  He and Banion ensconced themselves in the wheelhouse, telling knee-slappers so that the poor little building positively trembled with their roars.  Even Loren and Rodge eventually lost some of their acute interest in her; she remained firmly and politely outside their reach of conversation.  The same could not be said of Dra Kai, however, whose awareness of her made the raft tingle like a lightning storm was due.  She pointedly ignored him, but whenever her eyes happened to fall on him, they moved too quickly away.  Ari, well-aware that he was the watchdog of the group, couldn’t help but feel that this time the Dra was overreacting.  He felt, as surely and instinctively as he knew winter would come to the North, that this girl was no threat to them.
 
   Late into the afternoon, of her own volition, Selah went to the saddle packs and started pulling out makings for dinner.  Cerise watched over her with an eagle eye to make sure she didn’t take anything not culinary-related.  Rodge and Loren lazed around her while she cut carrots and peeled potatoes and filled the cookpot.  Rodge even tried to start the cookfire for her in the small, carefully bordered fire pit set into the raft, being about as adept at this as one of the horses.
 
   Ari hung back, faintly and strangely miserable.  He never knew what to say to girls.  They were such odd, intimidating things:  spasms of emotions and inscrutable thoughts, like breath-taking, man-eating flowers.  It seemed, though…like this one was calmer.  Like she might be rational.  And those eyes…
 
   Dusk had fallen and the night was the perfect, pleasant temperature when dinner was called.  Selah spooned such a greyish, unappetizing-looking stew into their bowls that several of them began to wish Melkin had cooked.  But at the first bite, heads came up and eyes widened.  Cerise and Rodge both stirred through the glop suspiciously, as if the secret to the flavor exploding in their mouths might lie under a chunk of potato.  Banion and Effenrike, however, instantly gave voice to unabashed approval and starting shoveling.
 
   “I didn’t even know we had Cyrrhidean spices,” Banion mumbled joyfully, reaching out to fill his scoured bowl with second helpings.
 
   “In the packs,” Melkin said with a faintly self-satisfied air.  “I thought that was a Cyrrhidean accent.”
 
   “She looks all Addahite to me,” Banion objected, peering at her quiet form at the edge of the raft.  She was dumping peelings for the fish.  Ari stared at her, spoon halfway to his mouth.  Cyrrhidean.  Now he had to talk to her.
 
   The stars were twinkling and blankets were being rolled out before he could finally get her alone.  She was away off from the group, rinsing something out over the side of the raft, and he politely cleared his throat as he approached.  She glanced up, her face a pale oval in the dawn of moonlight.
 
   “Hi,” he said awkwardly, feeling his throat almost close up.  “I’m Ari.”
 
   “I’m Selah.”  Her voice was low for a girl, and oddly soothing for all the wild mystique swirling around her.
 
   “Uh, dinner was delicious tonight.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Slightly emboldened by this completely normal flow of conversation, he said gamely, “Banion said those were Cyrrhidean spices…are you from Cyrrh?”
 
   She looked at him, dark eyes pools of enigma, and smiled a little.  At him.  Making something funny come loose in his chest.
 
   “I’m from all over,” she said quietly, going back to her washing.
 
   “But you’ve been to Cyrrh,” he persisted, seized by the unreasonable need to have those eyes on him again.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “What’s it like?” he blurted.  It happened again; this time her eyes looked right into his.  “Like…magic,” she said softly.
 
   “Selah!” Cerise called sharply.  “Help me with my blankets.”
 
   And she was gone, soundless and swift as a deer disappearing into the brush.  Ari blinked, aware of a sudden emptiness in the air around him, like she’d created a hole in the atmosphere.   Cyrrh…where his past lie.  Everything seemed to be reminding him of it, of late.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   The next morning, Ari awoke to the soft slap of water, and sat up, bleary-eyed.  To the near side of the barge, he made out the long, lean figure of the Dra in the fast-growing misty light.  He was just pulling himself out of the water, a rather depressing sight, as Ari was pretty sure his body didn’t come with all those muscles.  They rolled, smooth and golden brown, as Kai pulled on his black leather breeches and settled his swords.  Shaking water out of his short hair, he settled into a squat and pulled out his whetstone.
 
   Not nearly so motivated, Ari looked around—and saw Selah, on the far side of the pile of cargo and hidden from Kai’s view.  She was fishing.  Brightening, he sat all the way up.  He could talk to her.  There was no one around.  They could have a long conversation…but what would he say?  Talk about Cyrrh?  He could ask her about her childhood—no, maybe that was too personal—but what if she was an orphan, like him—but what if she was an orphan—her life obviously hadn’t been as smiled on by fortune as his…
 
   “Ari!” an insistent voice said.  It was Rodge, up on one elbow, indignant and reproachful.  “Get me some water,” he croaked pathetically.  Convinced he’d be deathly seasick any time, he’d had nothing to drink and only a few bites of dinner last night.
 
   Ari swiveled around to the water bucket, kept near the firepit; out of habit, they had all bedded down around the fire last night.  He dipped up a scoop of water and obligingly dumped it over Rodge.
 
   “AAAHH!”
 
   Ari scurried out of reach, trying to look innocent in case people awoke.  Sure enough, Melkin opened his eyes and cast a sour look their way.  He rose, rolled his blankets and went to the packs all in one smooth, very practiced motion.
 
   “Stop that squalling,” Cerise snapped, waking up as precisely and unpleasantly as she did everything else.  Her long fingers immediately began to smooth light wisps of hair into place even before she rose from her blankets.
 
   Thunking from the wheelhouse at the bow led to its expulsion of two blinking, squinting, unsteady Merranics.  Judging from their pleasure last night in the now-empty skin in Banion’s hand, they hadn’t been drinking water.  Sometime after moonset last night, Effenrike had dropped anchor, and now he stumbled past them all to lift it.
 
   “Anchors aweigh!” he bellowed in a croak.
 
   Cerise cringed as he passed, surveying his swaying person with distaste.  “He’s like something out of a really bad theater production,” she muttered to no one in particular.  Loren, thick-lidded, grinned sleepily nearby.
 
   Ari, thinking how much like a dysfunctional family they’d become, cast a regretful look at Selah’s tranquil figure.  The bank on the Empire side there was really close, he realized in surprise.  In fact, in the clearing mist he could see the other side was close, too.  No wonder Effenrike had anchored them.  Eyes traveling over the confines of their new little world, he noticed something else.  Dra Kai, ever alert, was now standing almost rigidly so, staring back upstream, and Ari, for no reason whatsoever, felt a shiver of alarm.  There was just something about that taut awareness…
 
   Just then, Effenrike yelled from the stern, any muzziness completely gone, “HO! Brigands!”
 
   What?  While the four youngest members of the party tried to translate this into something that fit into their experience, the other four were instant action.  Melkin, at the packs, tossed Banion his blade, his own sword somehow already in hand, unsheathed and gleaming in the pearly light.  Cerise, looking stunned, barely caught the bow and quiver he threw at her.  From the corner of his eye, as adrenaline began to pump through him, Ari saw Kai racing to the stern, fleet as a gazelle and with both hands full of steel.
 
   Effenrike was furiously reeling in the anchor, huge bulk for once moving with impressive speed.  Beyond him, Ari finally caught sight of what was causing all the excitement—the water was full of bobbing objects, dozens of them.  With a little closer examination, they turned out to be heads, eyes fixed on the raft, many with knives clenched between their teeth.  They were everywhere, coming up along both sides of the raft as well, with an obvious and disturbing intent.
 
   Almost panicked, Ari dashed to his pack, fumbling desperately for his sword, twelve fingers on every hand.  “Loren!” he cried.  “Your sword!  Get your sword!”
 
   “Shoot!” Banion bellowed at Cerise.  “Knock a few of ‘em off before they reach the boat!”
 
   “They’re MEN!” she shouted back at him, sounding as out of control as Ari had ever heard her.  “I can’t—”
 
   “They’re brigands, bandits—flaming bones, girl, they’re breaking your precious Law!” Banion bellowed roguishly, face lit with pleasure at this calamity. 
 
   “I can’t…” she repeated, shakily nocking an arrow and drawing the bow.  She loosed, a beautiful shot—right into an eye.
 
   She gasped, appalled.  The outlaw screamed, grabbed at the arrow, and sank.
 
   “Ughh,” she said weakly.  “I think I’m going to be sick.”
 
   “Flames,” Rodge swore, in the same liquidy voice.  “We’re going to die.”  Panic settled over his face in a visible veil, and he jumped frantically to his feet.  “We’re going to die!” he yelled, with more feeling, and ran to the side of the boat.  Dropping to his knees, he plunged his arms into the water, paddling madly.
 
   Ari and Loren had their swords in hand by now and were standing breathlessly with their backs to each other.  It seemed to them that they were boarded suddenly, everywhere at once.  Every direction they looked, there was instant action.  Banion, with another roar, began swinging.  A bandit, dripping wet and leering, was suddenly right in front of Ari, who swung at him instinctively.  The stroke was parried with rather embarrassing ease, then the man stepped in close, moving so fast that Ari barely got his blade moving in time to deflect the stroke.  Suddenly, Selah slipped up behind and clanged him over the head with a frying pan, and he sank, senseless, to the decking.  She calmly pushed him to the edge and over the side.
 
   Ari and Loren had fought in tournaments several times, and watched every one that came through Harthunter’s with avid interest, but this was no organized competition with wooden blades and safety rules and winners decided by points.  It was the dirtiest, messiest, rough and tumble, bashing, yelling mess Ari could have imagined.  Amazed, he watched Banion’s galumphing, half-somnolent self morph into a roaring berserker of destruction.  Everything his blade touched came off the body it had been attached to…which made for an unsettling collection of body parts and a lot of blood.  That was to their left.  The other side was held by Melkin.  Master Melkin of Applied Natural Sciences.  Who, incidentally, was more than comfortable and most deadly with a sword.  
 
   Ari, hyperalert on adrenaline, caught movement beyond the horses, who were neighing and circling their pen unhappily.  A second later, it flashed again, and he moved to better see what was happening at the stern.  
 
   It was Kai, handling the whole back half of the barge.  Oh, Effenrike was back there, but the difference in what they were doing was so profound, he might as well not have been.  He fought in the same style as Banion, only not as well; before the Merranics had even completed one full sword stroke, Kai had dispatched three men.  Fast as snakestrike, he was a breath-taking paragon of motion, swift, graceful, and morbidly beautiful to watch.  Ari remembered hearing that the Dra expression for swordplay was “dancing death,” and that’s exactly how it looked.  Both blades were drawn, simultaneously busy, and gruesomely effective.  Ari saw several bandits take one look and turn and jump back into the water.
 
   As suddenly as it started, it was over.  Ari and Loren, panting as if they’d run a marathon, stared around the barge.  It had been transformed into a rather nauseating scene of carnage, gore everywhere.
 
   “I didn’t think it would be so…messy,” Loren admitted a little unsteadily.
 
   Banion came over, eyes bright above the bristle and huge body spattered with blood and bits of bandit.  He looked at their swords and clucked sympathetically.
 
   “Not blooded yet, heh?  No worries.  There’ll be other chances.”  He patted them encouragingly and went to help Melkin clear off his side of the barge.
 
   Cerise was sobbing behind them, and Ari turned numbly to make sure she was unhurt.  Rodge was still digging madly at the water, eyes wide and staring, and Ari began to laugh.  “Rodge,” he gasped breathlessly, “It’s over.  Everyone’s safe…”  Rodge spun around like someone had pinched him, wild-eyed and hair still uncombed from his bedroll.  Ari couldn’t help it.  He laughed and laughed.
 
   Cold water soaking his feet—he hadn’t had a chance to put his boots on—brought him back to sanity.  He jumped.  Selah was dousing the barge down with water from the cooking pot.  She grinned at him with a hint of mischief and he grinned back, surprised.  She was as matter-of-fact about removing body parts as she was peeling potatoes.  He went to help her, feeling a rush of warmth for her, for his little family.  They were alive.  They’d survived.  
 
   He needed more sword practice.
 
   It was a distinct pleasure to have the day settle into blandness.  The birds sang, the sun was warm, there was breakfast, lunch and dinner.  It felt remarkable, amazing, to enjoy such ordinary things.  Ari and Loren listened avidly as the ambush was rehashed, over and over.  Attacked at dawn, locked down at anchor, at a narrowing of the River, overwhelmed by numbers, probably forty, maybe fifty of them.  Surprise on both sides; only nine of us but three good fighting men and a Dra, up earlier than they expected…Probably no connection to anything.  Despite the fact that the intruder in their dorm room was center stage in all the boys’ thoughts.
 
   Melkin’s, too, apparently, because he came to the conclusion only reluctantly, with his eyes sliding to the boys.  But there’d been absolutely nothing suspicious found on any of them, and Effenrike claimed it was a bad year for banditry (he said good year, but they knew what he meant).
 
   Banion practiced with them most of the day, steelsong filling the otherwise perfectly peaceful drift along the river.  “It’s gotta be second nature,” he mentored them seriously.  “Bladework is more than technique—you gotta know the steel, the way it moves, every possible strategy it might employ.  You’re not gonna have a chance to sit down and get to know every enemy you run up against, so by flames you better get to know steel.” 
 
   Cerise, still pale under the light tan she’d acquired after a couple weeks out of doors, soon went from shocked and silent to vocal and outraged.
 
   “This is the EMPIRE!” she shouted furiously when Rodge tried to calm her.  He rolled his eyes—he was bouncing back more quickly from these little life-threatening dramas, Ari thought.
 
   “Aye,” Effenrike agreed.  “Usually as dull as tea in the North…er.  Sea, Sand and Sky all afflicted with it,” he corrected hastily.  Ari, with infallible instinct, thought this was a bad time to bring oneself to Cerise’s attention.  She whirled on the bargeman, hands on her hips.
 
   “Afflicted by WHAT?” she demanded icily.
 
   “Lack of a good fight!”  He and Banion shared wolfish grins.
 
   “Idiots,” she hissed.
 
   “Now, now,” Banion said soothingly.  “Not everyone can get their thrills out of a clinking purse.”
 
   “How is it you all have even survived as a Realm if you’re always running around getting killed off in swordfights!?” she spat maliciously.
 
   “Skill with said sword,” Banion winked, adding subtly, “Being able to kill more than one enemy before becoming completely incapacitated helps tremendously…”
 
   She sucked in her breath, flushed, and stalked off.
 
   “We’re not getting killed,” Effenrike objected belatedly.  He sighed, lamenting, “Wish there were some battles to fight.”
 
   “How long since you’ve seen Enemy?”  Melkin asked quietly.  He hadn’t been noticeably affected by the morning’s events.  Ari’d been half-expecting a rabid rave on the imminent rise of the south.
 
   “Almost a generation.  My father still talks of the sea devils…being boarded and overwhelmed by beachloads of them.  He was a Master Starsman, you know.”  Effenrike plucked disconsolately at his fur vest.
 
   Banion and Melkin exchanged a look.  “It’s said even the Rach aren’t hit every day now,” the big Merranic said.
 
   “I’ve heard it,” Melkin growled.
 
   Ari furrowed his red brows.  He had no idea there was Enemy still being fought at all, let alone every day.
 
   Ari took the middle watch that night, at his insistence.  It made him feel better about being so useless during the ambush.  The moon was straight overhead as he came on.  To the north, the High Wilds of Addah slid silently by, their emerald turned to silver in the moonlight, vast and immutable.  It was peaceful, thinking of that night under the stars at the Shepherd’s Hall, though it was the Shepherd that had said, disturbingly, that war was inevitable.  As if it was beyond the petty objections of man.  Or the gods, Ari thought disparagingly.  But then, Il couldn’t stop it either, could he?  Despite the power the Shepherd implied he had?  Ari wished more than ever that he could have had just a few hours with that old man.
 
    The next few days passed with blessed sameness.  The forest of the Imperial bank gradually thinned until the great, golden fields of grain that fed the Realms dominated the view south.  Ari spent a lot of time daydreaming in that direction, thinking about his future.  Families could be seen out working the fields as the barge drifted by, sometimes with the great Northern draft horses pulling carts or tillers, or dogs trotting around herding small children while their mothers worked.
 
   He could run a farm, he considered; he knew plenty about it from overseeing with Loren and Lord Herron at Harthunters.  The idea got more interesting when he put it mentally on the slopes of the steep wild land at his back.  He’d have to scratch a living out, sweat and slave and make it all himself.  Marry.  Raise a happy flock of kids to help with the chores…
 
   “A hard life,” Selah observed, coming to sit next to him one day.
 
   Whatever had come loose in his chest that first conversation rattled around a bit whenever she was near.  He blushed furiously.
 
   “Uh,” he said intelligently.  “Yeah.”  His mind groped wildly for a cohesive thought.  “I like working in the country, though.”
 
   “Mm,” she agreed comfortably.  Why didn’t she talk about herself like most girls? Ari thought, desperately shy.
 
   “I always feel closer to Il working the land,” she added.
 
   He froze.  Il?
 
   “You’re Illian?” He tried to sound casual.
 
   “Mm,” she said again.  “Hard to be in Addah for too long and not be.”  He stole a look at her face—serene, dark eyes wry.  
 
   Cerise called her—Ari swore sometimes it was just so she had something she could control—and she rose in her liquid way. 
 
    “I need to stir the soup anyway,” she said quietly, as if reading his irritation.
 
   “It smells delicious,” he said, completely unaware there was food product in the vicinity.
 
   Despite his keen interest in the intricacies of Illianism, the comfortable routine on the raft seemed bent on preventing him from ever having more than a few words with the one person who might have been able to shed some light on the matter.  The pattern became so predictable that he started glowering whenever Rodge or Loren or Cerise interrupted them with their inanities—like they had anything interesting to say to her.   His blood pressure was reaching critical one day when the barge rounded a turn in the river and came up on a mass of traffic.  Effenrike slowed them down, and Ari, recently interrupted once again and thoroughly disgusted, followed Selah up to the bow with everyone else.   
 
   “Customs,” Effenrike explained, but it was almost another hour before they could experience that unique Northern delight.  The Triple Mountains of the North waved grandly overhead in the desultory breeze when Effenrike finally pulled abreast of the Customs House.  A heavy chain lay across most of the Kendrick here, with a sliding beam at water level to control the flow of traffic.  Though the Merranic flag flew, too, they couldn’t see any of her men on the ground—and from the sampling they’d had so far, they didn’t seem like they’d be an easy sort of thing to hide.
 
   Effenrike wordlessly handed over a thin sheaf of papers to the Customs official that stepped on board.  The boys looked at him interestedly, trying to keep straight faces.  He apparently fancied himself a Queensguard; his uniform looked like he’d just stepped off the parade ground, brass buckle shiny, boots gleaming with polish. He had elaborate mustachios and the draping ribbon of a lieutenant depending from one epaulet.
 
   “We would like to make a report of banditry,” Cerise announced in her best Imperious voice.
 
   “Noted,” the lieutenant said in clipped tones, poring over the bargeman’s papers and not even bothering to look up.
 
   “Noted?” Cerise said in frigid disbelief.  “NOTED?!  We were attacked, unprovoked, by dozens of filthy criminals, barely escaping with our lives!  As protectors of the Empire’s wealth and order and as defenders of her citizens, I expect you to do more than NOTE this!”
 
   Bored, he glanced up at her.  “And do you know where this happened?”
 
   “Upstream!”  She flung a regal arm over her shoulder, making Loren jerk out of the way to avoid being smacked.
 
   He gave her a look as if to say, “Exactly.”  
 
   “And do you know where they are now?”
 
   “Of course not!” she snapped.
 
   He went back to his papers.  “Then, it shall be noted.” He finished his perusal of the paperwork, made an efficient row of figures in his book, and glanced up at them all.
 
   “Why are you wearing swords,” he stated, in the tone of one observing an infraction.  
 
   “I just told you,” Cerise said angrily, “we’ve been attacked!  If you are not going to do your job to keep the Empire safe, then—”
 
   “You need to moderate both your tone and your emotions, milady,” he said, firmness creeping into the boredom.
 
   “We tell her that all the time,” Rodge offered.
 
   “Wearing arms is an indication of suspicious activity in the Empire,” the official began, as if reading down a sheet of regulations.
 
   “Which we’re getting ready to leave,” Banion rumbled rebelliously.
 
   The lieutenant looked at him tightly, then took another, closer, look at their party.  “What was your business in the Empire and what are your plans in Merrani?” He was scrutinizing them in earnest now.  Effenrike groaned softly and not very discreetly.  They’d already been there longer than anyone else and he was fidgety with the delay.  He may also not have been thrilled with the direction the conversation was heading.
 
   “QUEEN’S BUSINESS!” Cerise almost shrieked, “and believe me, she’ll hear of this!”
 
   If this was expected to bring a nervous subject to quaking knees, it failed.  He ignored her, and rested his eyes on the Dra.  “And your business?” he drawled insultingly.
 
   Kai, who’d been watching the activity on the Northern shore, turned his deadly gaze slowly on the official.  The temperature plunged.
 
   After an interminable stretch of silence, the lieutenant finally cleared his throat and, looking almost human, said, “Well, I suppose you’re leaving anyway…”  He snapped his neat little book up under his arm and stepped off the barge with a few staccato steps.
 
   “Ahh, the North,” Banion said as they floated on and Cerise fumed and spluttered and formed incoherent half-sentences.  “Never more beautiful than when it’s behind you.”
 
   “Good thing it’s perfectly stable,” Loren couldn’t help remarking.
 
   The river became increasingly congested once in Merrani.  Ari noticed his Wilds to the north were not as steep now as they headed to the Sea, their green flanks dotted picturesquely with boulders and crisscrossed with more and more well-trod paths.
 
   To the south, the rocky foothills of the Ethammers overtook the Empire’s fertile fields, a few scattered cotholders now barely scratching out a living from what was a breadbasket of bounty just a league to the west.  Clothed with rock and thick evergreen forest, the bank rose increasingly into a tangled mass, more wild and unkempt the farther east they went.  The straight, dull placidity of the Kendrick was vivacious now with rowdy Merranic traffic, all of which hailed Effenrike like he was a long lost brother.  The river began to twist and turn so sharply that it was a shock when they rounded a hairpin bend and were suddenly at the Sea.
 
     The bustling docks of Alene, a city that looked like someone had watered the rock of Merrani and grew more of the same, sat right at the mouth of the Kendrick where it flared out into the jeweled water of the Bay of Saffir.  Limitless horizon called like a siren to the boys’ eyes as they gazed out at the bright, beckoning immenseness.  Never had they seen so much water, never had the dash of waves and the sparkle of sunlight on their crests seemed so full of promise.  Adventure whispered, tugging at their hearts, drowning out the ruckus of the crowd of vessels, the rowdy quays and bellowing dockworkers.  They had to be sharply brought back to reality to help unload the horses. 
 
                 Alene was no less fascinating, clinging to the edge of the Bay in a maze of rock on rock on rock: cobblestoned streets, buildings made of nothing but big blocks of stone, slate roofing.  No wood anywhere.  No grass, no trees, no flowers—not even a window box relieved the town architectural fetish.  And there were no parks or open spaces like in the North.  The streets were all narrow and irregular and broken only now and then by a stream gurgling down through town to the Sea. 
 
   This stone and rock warren bottled up all the native life into such a level of noise and exuberance that it outdid even a Northern tradehall.  Their senses were bombarded with the strangeness, with the almost overpowering smells of sweat and fish, and with the Merranics in their eye-assaulting flamboyant colors.  Everywhere was the hearty roaring of a people blessed with bottomless lung capacity.  In general, Merranics dressed in colorful trousers tucked into high boots, were prone to fur, and almost without exception had great heads of hair and beards.  Some of the men wore earrings, and all of them wore a sword.  They were a big, well-muscled people, even the women running to tall and husky, with saucy laughs and snapping eyes.  To Ari’s delight, there were several redheads, though of the normal carrot color and all with respectable blue or gray or greenish eyes.  But, with their tanned, weathered faces, he felt he could almost pass as one of them.  No one stared, except the girls, interestedly, which he supposed wasn’t all that bad.
 
   Banion led them unerringly uphill through the winding streets until they topped out on a section that was relatively straight and wide.  The breeze off the ocean hit them here, bringing with it such a pungent whiff of some atrocity that everyone but Banion literally gagged.  Rodge buried his head in his dirty tunic.   
 
   “Shedder,” Banion explained happily, waving one meaty hand out over the sea to the far cliffs of Addah.  Dimly, through the haze of distance, Ari could make out enormous vats set into the distant cliff side of the Wilds.  He barely had time to consider them before Loren had grabbed his arm, intending to pinch it off from the feel of it.  Wincing, he followed his excited gesture.  Just below them on the slanting hillside of the city sat a huge complex of magnificent stone.  It was encaged like a fortress, an endless stream of bearded, furred men flowing through its gates.  Only tradehouses were ever that busy in the North, but it was a gigantic Merranic flag that flew over this colossus, and the deep blue sparkle of the Sapphire that graced the enormous entrance.  
 
   “The Forges of Vangoth,” they breathed, almost in unison.
 
   It was torture to slowly trail after the others, to wait impatiently while Banion haggled over the price of a room—Ari hadn’t known there were places that voluntarily would lower their price—but finally the stableman took their horses, they threw their saddlepacks in their room, and they were free.
 
   Rodge just rolled his eyes when they invited him, so they could move quickly back through the strange new streets.  Girls with corselets (on the outside!) over their flowing blouses and bulky skirts smiled boldly at them, swinging their ubiquitous woven baskets.  Men of all types lumbered by, often making cheerful excuses as they bumped into them.  Nobody in Archemounte’s streets ever even smiled.  
 
   The Forges were easy to find, all the biggest, busiest main streets leading unerringly to their gates.  It was almost all foot traffic around them, horses big enough to carry Merranics probably needed for farm work.  Ari and Loren came down off the hill at the side of the leaping, white-tipped Steelblood, the famous stream that fed the Forges with the compounds so crucial to the life of its metals.  Coming in at one of the side entrances because it was a little quieter, they approached slowly, almost reverently.  Two immense, muscled Merranics in vests of dark grey fur and loose breeches of a billowing dark blue stopped them at the open door.  Just inside, they could see the orange of the furnaces and smell the heady scent of iron and steel being worked, tantalizingly close.  The clang of metal poured out, echoing as if the inside was one huge cavern.
 
   “My father has a sword from here,” Loren explained, a little dreamily.
 
   “Most men do,” one of the guards said, gruffly tolerant.  “Main entrance that way.”
 
   They wandered around and then through the great double doors of exquisitely worked hammered steel, strolling through corridor after corridor in a daze, in a sort of metal ecstasy.  Sitting out on display was virtually anything that could be made of iron, steel, bronze, tin, lead, copper, pewter, or silver.  There was even a little gold.  There were sculptures, figurines, carvings, cooking pots, hair pins, and needles.  There was a section of cart axles, plowshares, scythes, and pitchforks.  Silverware, servingware, belt buckles, gameboards, jewelry—all sat out for sale.
 
   But mostly, there were weapons.  If eyes could drool, Ari and Loren’s did, lingering longingly on the two-handed greatswords, common broadswords, elegant longswords, shortswords, rapiers, sabres, lances, javelins, pikes, halberds, spears.  Knives—cooking, hunting, daggers of every shape, dirks, perfectly balanced throwing knives—were displayed on every corner.  Damascened, inlaid, acid-etched, engraved, set with any jewel or stone you could imagine, it was almost too much to take in, extending for halls and halls and halls.  
 
   They ogled and sucked in their breath and pointed out to each other the most exquisite, getting lost several times (who cared?  They could have wandered happily until time stopped).  Always in the background were the lurid flames of a hundred forges, the hulking figures of steelsmiths silhouetted in front of them as their powerful arms pounded out the rhythm of the Realm.  The boys accidentally crossed the Great Hall a half-dozen times, a yawning cavern of a room with a ceiling so far overhead it was obscured by the forge smoke.  There was always a crowd of men there.  They were on their knees before the huge silver likeness of Vangoth that took up one entire wall, the Triele in his silver hands glinting a dull blue far overhead.  It was exotic, barbaric, almost savage compared to the refinement of the North.  The boys were rapturous.
 
   It was hours later that they remembered the time, sprinting guiltily all the way back up the hill in the dark to the inn.  Everyone had already gone to dinner, but it didn’t take them long to find their party.  They heard Cerise’s strident voice over every other sound in the crowded, smoky room—and the Merranics were not a quiet people.
 
   “What do you mean, they don’t have wine?” she was demanding as they slid unobtrusively into their seats.  “It doesn’t have to be Queensmarked, or anything.”
 
   Banion, deep into an urn of beer and already mellow, said, “There’re no vineyards in Merrani.  The grapes never developed a taste for fish gut fertilizer, so we never developed a taste for them.”
 
   She stared at him.  “That’s disgusting.”  
 
   “Where have you two been?” she asked, as talk turned general.  Loren told her and Rodge made some cynical comment, but Ari was no longer listening.  He’d sat next to Kai, and the low conversation between him and Melkin and Banion at that end of the table made him instantly forget the squabbling on the other side.
 
   “Any luck?” Melkin was asking, gravelly voice low.  Kai gave a single negative shake of his head, but Banion said defensively, “I’ll ask around tomorrow.  There have to be some around—there hasn’t been a time Alene’s been clean of them.”
 
   “It may have to wait,” Kai said and they both looked at him.  Just then, their food came, and Ari impatiently took his huge plate, full of a salmon steak the size of a bread loaf, just to get it out of the way of the conversation.  He didn’t want to miss anything here.  The public room was raucously noisy anyway, a whole room full of Banions and Effenrikes.  The men next to him  were waiting until the serving folk left, so he took a swig of the ale, which almost needed to be chewed, to avoid looking like he was eavesdropping.
 
   Finally, when it was just them again, Kai said quietly, “Sable’s called a Kingsmeet.”  Banion and Melkin looked like someone had thrown water in their face.  A what? Ari wondered.
 
   “A Kingsmeet?” Melkin hissed in disbelief, leaning towards Kai as if perhaps he just hadn’t heard right.  “There hasn’t been a Kingsmeet in over a hundred years!”
 
   “Hundred and fifty, at least,” Banion said, looking stunned.  Melkin gave a sudden bark of laughter, neither happy nor amused.  “Good for her,” he muttered grimly.
 
   Banion said slowly.  “This’ll change things…probably the best is to go down to Merrane by sea and cut across.”
 
   “Bones and ash,” Melkin swore, and Cerise shot him a prim look of disapproval.  He ignored her, snarling quietly, “I don’t have time for this; I’ve got fairytales to chase.”
 
   “I’ll look into passage tonight.  With luck we’ll catch a ’Sloop leaving on patrol next day or so.  That’ll still give us time to sniff around here a bit, too.”
 
   Melkin grunted sourly.  “I guess we could stop by the Academy of the Magi as long as we’re in Merrane.  Perraneus will no doubt be headed to the flaming party, too.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   When they met for breakfast the next morning, Banion had found passage out of Alene.  They’d be leaving the following day.  Before he, Melkin, and Kai left to hunt up a Sword or two of Light, Melkin pierced them with his gimlet eyes and said acidly, “The rest of you stay together, and stay out of trouble.”
 
   “I want to come with you,” Ari shocked everyone by saying.  He was a little surprised himself...but the hunt for the Whiteblades drew him like a hound on a half-forgotten scent.  He wanted to be there if they found one, was almost sure he would recognize one from his little Book of Ivory obsession.  He’d dreamed about them again last night, his nuns.
 
   Banion said casually, “He’s a man grown in Merrani.”
 
   “But he’s a Northerner,” Melkin said gruffly, after a moment’s hesitation.  “Not this time.”
 
   Impatience and resentment flared as he watched them walk away, made worse when Cerise took charge of the rest of them.  “I need to find a Post,” she announced like it was a royal decree, and immediately, barely considering what he was doing and lashed by restlessness, he stepped out into the middle of the street.
 
     “Excuse me,” he asked the nearest passer-by.  “Do you know the way to the Post?”  
 
   “Oh, aye!”  Several seconds passed while the man surveyed him cheerfully.  In Archemounte, it was both rude and invasive to interrupt strangers in their business on the street, but the hulking, hairy creature in front of him was obviously unoffended—if not particularly bright.  Ari sensed everyone coming up behind him.  “Could you direct me?” he pressed hurriedly.
 
   “You know the Forges?” the man said affably.
 
   
  
 


“Yes.” He could feel Cerise’s eyes on him, feel the group’s surprise.  He had no idea what had gotten into him.
 
   “Well, head that way; it’s about half way down, on the right.  Big building with the Kestrel on the front.  Can’t miss it.”
 
   Ari strode off, ridiculously pleased when they all scurried after him.  “That was well done,” Cerise noted in surprise, forgetting to be domineering.  They trooped along, accosted by the reek of fish, the powerful Merranic garbage, and the occasional beguiling whiff of ocean. 
 
   It was easy to find, as predicted.  Cerise took the lead as soon as the door was opened, marching up to the counter and a typical Merranic who seemed to be in the middle of his breakfast.  
 
   She paused, looking at him in distaste.  He had crumbs and honey in his beard and was chewing with the placid pleasure of the contented bovine.
 
   “That’s disgusting,” she announced.  Northerners didn’t eat on the job.
 
   “Way to butter him up, Cerise,” Rodge approved as they all followed her in.
 
   “I’d like to Post a message,” she snapped.  He finished chewing, stared at her with pointed resignation, and swallowed.
 
   “I never get that,” he said.  She looked at him in disbelief, not quite sure she’d heard him right.  Rodge and Loren began to grin.
 
   She drew herself up stiffly, eyes flashing, and proceeded with the deliberate enunciation one usually saved for the impaired, “I need to Post a message.  Please get me someone who can do that.”
 
   The Merranic began to move.  In no great hurry.  “No one more impressed with Northerner business than Northerners,” he observed, moving parchment around.
 
   “Imperials,” she corrected through thin lips.
 
   “See what I mean?” he asked, giving Rodge and Loren a wink.
 
   “Are you going to give me assistance or not?” Cerise demanded impatiently.  “I need Post to her Imperial Majesty, Queen Sable.”
 
   He gave her a look.  “I thought you were the Queen.”
 
   While Rodge and Loren erupted in laughter, he handed her a pen and ink and the small, very thin sheets of paper used to Post.
 
   Ari, moving restlessly away from the waves of contention, suddenly caught a glimpse of what lay through the wide, Merranic-sized doorway behind the Postmaster.  Northern Posts always kept their mews hidden from the public, but here all the birds were almost in plain sight.  Most of them were homing pigeons, of course, the common man’s Post.  Their History Master had mentioned them, how they had been used in the Ages of War almost to exclusion, human messengers being killed at a rate that reduced them statistically to insignificance.  
 
   In the corner cages, something huge and faintly white caught his eye, and he drew in his breath.  He called Loren over, pointing.  
 
   Imperial Snowbirds, the huge, pure white owl of the White Wilds, they bore only royal Post.  It was one of these that would take Cerise’s message.  Very rarely, you would see them ghosting over Archemounte like some fragment from a dream, back to their home in the Palace.  The boys sighed happily, craning their necks to see what other wonders were in the dim recesses of the Merranic Post.  Next to the Snowbirds, they could make out the large, grey and white Sea Kestrels of Merrani—these would fly only to King Kane’s Fortress of the Sea, and were pecking at their food with Merranic good cheer and appetite.  
 
   The Postmaster noticed them noticing his birds, and rather than immediately closing the door, said with a hint of pride, “In good shape, eh?  Get plenty to eat.”
 
   “Like their owner,” Cerise muttered acerbically, bent over her message.
 
   “What’s that next to the Kestrels?” Ari dared.  They were almost as big, with a faint blotchy pattern laid strikingly over a dusky tan body, but there was an intensity hovering there in the dimness that was in stark contrast to the easy-going Kestrels.  There were only a few, caged separately, and all had wickedly curved beaks and such a fierce, wine-colored eye that Ari could feel their glare from the other side of the counter.
 
   “Bloodhawks, for the Hilt,” came the ready answer.  “Kill anything that tries to stop ’em, those ’uns.  Just like the Rach.  Then those daft giants there at the end are the Midnight Condors, bound for Lirralhisa and the Seven Falls.”  Loren gasped as he finally made out the dimensions of the shadowy birds in the far corner.  They were almost camouflaged with soft brown plumage and hooded eyes, and were absolutely immense, almost a size and a half larger than the owls.
 
   “Wingspans of three yards,” the Postmaster said huskily.  “You should see ’em fly.  Though, ’course, it’s always night when you release them.”
 
   It was like a whiff of magic, a twinkling curtain of stardust thrown over an ordinary day…
 
   Then the door opened, and everything changed.
 
   At first it was only impressive—a big party of good-natured Merranics, loud and exuberant and slapping one member of youngish years on the back in a general congratulatory way.  All done at high volumes of sound, by a large group of enormous men, in proper Merranic fashion.  They barely noticed the little bunch already at the counter, pushing up through them unapologetically, boisterous and thoughtless.
 
   Rodge was literally pushed down.  The offending Merranic, the one everyone was congratulating, at least noticed. 
 
   “Sorry, little guy,” he boomed, picking Rodge up off the ground with one hand and casually setting him back on his feet.  Cerise smirked and Rodge’s face went livid.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” she said loudly, which was drowned out by one of the men bellowing, “A Post!  To Jarl Grevken of Merrane!  This lad,” he turned to put a great, meaty hand on the “lad,” who was well over six feet, studded with muscle, and had a jaw like a draft horse, “has made Seawolf!  Which just goes to prove that even Blood’s occasionally good at something!”
 
   In the ensuing round of roars and back-slapping, Rodge was pushed again, this time hard against the wall.  He came up swinging, punching that same young, blond giant in the chest with all his strength.  Hurtful as this no doubt was, it was his oral contribution that really did damage.
 
   “You big, blind goat!” he yelled.  “You’re obviously not flaming Blood if you don’t have the sense to see where you’re flaming going!”
 
   Dead silence settled over the room.
 
   Selah, who hadn’t said a word since the barge docked in Alene yesterday, said calmly, “Run.”
 
   Cerise and the boys looked at her.
 
   “Run!” she yelled, and bolted for the door.  Whether it was the power of suggestion or the sudden incensed roar from a dozen large and galvanized Merranics, the rest of the Northerners jumped after her.
 
   She headed directly for the narrowest, twistiest streets around.  Within minutes, Ari was thoroughly lost and completely disoriented.  Not so the Merranics, whose home turf it was and who seemed to have lost every vestige of their good nature.  Ari, remembering Banion and Effenrike’s single-minded efficiency in the barge ambush, hoped the national temperament didn’t run to long memories.
 
   He was not to be so assured.  They raced through town, twisting and turning, doubling back on themselves, dashing through doorways and out windows, hiding for a few minutes while they caught ragged breaths, then forced to run again when they were on the brink of discovery.  They slid around corners, ducked under tables, whirled through crowds.  Selah had the reflexes and unerring instincts of, well, a street rat.  Again and again she found sanctuary or a back door just when it looked hopeless.  Ari could barely think fast enough to keep up with her.
 
   Almost as impressive were the unshakeable Merranics.  Almost an hour after they’d run out the door to the Post, Selah found them a place in a wood box deep in a warehouse.  They were down by the docks by now and so winded that it was minutes before anyone had breath enough to speak.
 
   “This is ridiculous—are these adults or are they boys off the playground?” Cerise demanded, breathless and mad.
 
   “What have I done?” Rodge panted in ragged melodrama.  They were all thinking something similar, in various modes of regret, disbelief, or aggravation.
 
   “Insulted a Jarl’s son,” Selah answered calmly.  She was the only one not breathing heavily, sitting quietly on her haunches keeping watch.  Ari noticed she had bound her leggings to the knee in the old-fashioned crisscrossed style of field laborers.  It kept the cloth from catching on anything, he had to admit, fashionable or not.
 
   “Is it worth this?” Rodge demanded.
 
   “It is to them.  Here they come.”  And they were off again.
 
   They took stairwells, abandoned buildings, rooftops, crowded squares and empty straight-aways.  They dashed, they crept, they climbed, they crawled, until even Selah began to look a little perplexed.
 
   “This has to end sometime,” Cerise gasped wildly after almost three hours of pursuit.  “I’m fed up with it—they are adults, aren’t they?  We’ll just face them, explain Rodge is an idiot and it was an accident, and go on like intelligent, mature human beings.”
 
   “They’ll kill you,” Selah observed dissuasively.  Ari didn’t think she was exaggerating.
 
   “There they are!” They could recognize most of their pursuers by now.  Cerise gave almost a sob, and they were moving again.
 
   It ended as abruptly as it started.
 
   They were running full speed—not a very significant pace at this point—around a corner when they almost bowled over Dra Kai.  Everyone skidded to a halt, staring at this vaguely remembered fragment of normal life like they weren’t sure if they were dreaming or not.
 
   Then Cerise, who was closest, threw her arms around his neck, crying in frustration, “They won’t stop chasing us!”
 
   ‘They’ barreled around the same corner just then, a dozen or more supporters having joined the cause.  At the sight of the Dra, every one of them came screeching to a halt.  And then Ari noticed something he’d missed with the surprise of seeing Kai…there were two others with him.  Neither was as tall as he, but both unmistakably wore double-hipped swords tied down to their black leathers.  They had the same lean, dark bodies and implacable, unmoving faces.  You hardly ever saw a Dra anymore—it was unheard of to see more than one together.
 
   This evidently had penetrated the impassioned bloodlust of their pursuers as well, because there was a pause of perfect silence.
 
   Kai firmly removed the half-sobbing aristocrat from his chest and stepped forward.  “I am Dra Kai.  What is the offense here?”
 
   Almost as one, every Merranic sword went back in its sheath.  It made Ari wonder why Melkin was the spokesman for the group, when Kai was so obviously and profoundly effective.  He wasn’t sure it was all just deadly reputation either.  The Dra’s low, even-tenored voice carried both strength and that indescribable charisma that made people stop and listen, made them want to oblige.
 
   “Dra,” the lead Merranic panted in wary greeting.  He was the one that had been doing all the announcing at the Post.  Ari supposed it was a measure of their respect that, despite the 5:1 odds, the sight of three Drae had brought the entire heedless rush of the Merranic mob to a dead halt, and made them courteous to boot.
 
   “What do you call more than one Dra?” Loren whispered the old joke, apparently thinking along the same lines.  Death walking.
 
   “This boy,” the Merranic indicated Rodge, “gave insult to Jaegor, here.”  The blond giant stepped forward, preceded by his enormous, outthrust chin.  “We demand satisfaction.”
 
   “Punishment will be exacted,” Kai promised, with a grim glance at Rodge out of the corner of his eye.
 
   “He owes lifeblood,” the Merranic said, a touch of anger coloring his voice.
 
   Ari and Loren exchanged looks with a very pale Rodge.  That sounded bad.
 
   There was a pause.  Kai, in a voice one would use to discuss which vegetables were worth their price at the market, said, “He is a foreigner and not yet a man in his country.  I ask leave to discuss this with his guardian.”
 
   Rodge started to squeak in outrage and Loren firmly reached around and clamped a hand over his mouth.
 
   Not a one of the Drae had so much as twitched a finger towards their sword hilts, but the Merranic quickly held up both hands in appeasement.  “As you wish, Dra.  We will meet at the Hanging Square at 3:00?”  They waited for his solemn nod, then without another word or even a look at Rodge, drifted away, talking amongst themselves.
 
   Rodge ran over to Kai.  “We’ve gotta get out of here!  We can make it out of town before 3:00—or just send me!  You can say you don’t know what happened to me—that I fell in the sea or something!  I’ll catch a ride back to the North!  They’ll never know what happened and it will all just go away…”  He must have babbled on like this for several minutes before he finally wound down at the look on Kai’s face…big and powerful and cold.
 
   Kai turned to the other Drae.  They had been very helpful, standing there, breathing, and looking deadly.  Now, after a few quiet words, they unpretentiously glided away.
 
   A half hour later, Rodge was confessing his story to Melkin while everyone else devoured their lunch, the morning’s activities having raised a splendid appetite.  Banion smacked his boulder-sized forehead when Kai added a few quiet words of explanation at the end.
 
   “Boiling blood!” he swore ferociously.
 
   “We’ve got to run,” Rodge tried again, less hopeful, more miserable.
 
   Melkin gave him a look of thundering disapproval.  “You’re not in your pampered little Northern bubble anymore.  You’re old enough to run your mouth to your elders and betters, you’ll pay the price.”  He let this sink in for a minute, then growled, “We’ll negotiate a different punishment.”
 
   “Hopefully,” Banion mumbled.
 
    It was a subdued group that headed to the ominous-sounding Hanging Square later that afternoon, and a busy Banion, dexterously parrying a barrage of questions.  Yes, Merranics were basically good-natured; they were just sticky about their honor—a vague concept that Rodge and Cerise were having trouble pinning down.  No, no one had actually been hung in the Square, well, for decades.  Punishment was basically at the discretion of the offended party.  Jarl Grevken, unfortunately, was a bit touchier than most about his good name and was infamous for his penchant for dueling.  No excuse required.  His son was hopefully more understanding.
 
   Grevken was a Jarl of the Stone, Banion continued patiently, that last being an affectionate term for the Fortress of the Sea, the King of Merrani’s humble little pile of rocks in Merrane.  Jarls were like Barons of the Empire, except noblemen in Merrani didn’t just sit around nobly and collect revenue like their Imperial version.  They were all warriors and leaders of warriors, some Knights, some Fleet Captains.  These Jarls of the Stone were the most elite of their rank, also serving as the King’s companions and personal guard.  
 
   Banion, it turned out, was one of these.  Cerise’s face was a study with that revelation.  The ‘bristling savage’ she’d spent the last couple weeks verbally denigrating outranked her by every standard in the Realms.  Worse, he didn’t seem to care.
 
   A crowd was already gathering when they made the Square, akin to crowds everywhere—drawn by the smell of blood.  Jaegor stood proudly on one side of the open space, stripped to the waist, arms crossed across the graceless slabs of muscle that hung on his raw-boned frame.  Encouraging as it was to not actually see a gibbet…Jaegor himself was depressing enough.  Rodge seemed to wilt when the Merranic looked his way, throwing daggers with his eyes.
 
   “He’s gigantic,” Rodge moaned.
 
   “It’s your own fault,” Cerise said briskly, and when everyone looked at her, relented slightly, “It’s not like they’re going to kill you or anything.”
 
   “I think he’s already pretty miserable, Cerise,” Ari discouraged dryly, and she surprised him by closing her mouth.
 
   “Be easy, Rodge,” Selah said into the tensing silence, her voice like a soothing poultice on everyone’s raw nerves.  “It’ll come out right in the end.”  He smiled weakly.
 
   They had come right up opposite the offended party and Banion brought them to a halt.  He stepped out in front, obviously representing the drooping Northerner trying to disappear behind him.
 
   The Merranic that had done all the talking in the Post had come with Jaegor and was apparently his spokesman, because he stepped forward and said loudly, “We are here to address the grievous insult paid to young Jaegor here, qualified for Wolfing just this morning—” the surrounding crowd oohed and aahed approvingly, “—as given by this ignorant Northerner.”  The crowd obligingly changed their tone to a dark mutter.  Quite a few people were gathering around and Rodge seemed to shrink with every body that joined the onlookers.
 
   Jaegor stepped forward.  “I demand a fight to the death.”  His voice was very clear and woefully unambiguous, sea-gray eyes roiling with anger.
 
   With the exception of Melkin, the Northerners gasped.
 
   “No,” Ari and Loren said, looking aghast at each other.  Rodge looked faint.
 
   “I am Banion, Jarl of Ransok,” Banion said, raising his voice so that all sound ceased.  Everyone’s eyes turned to him. “This young foreigner is a minor in his own land and our ways are not known to him.  He spoke hastily and on impulse at unintentionally rough handling.  I ask, as a personal favor, that his sentence might be lightened.”
 
   There was an impressed pause.   Several approving cries of “Jarl Banion!” floated through the air. 
 
   Jaegor’s spokesperson looked torn.  He moved slowly back to the younger man’s side, talking to him in a low voice and glancing back at Banion as if to make sure he wasn’t imagining things.  Jaegor’s jaw jutted stubbornly.  The spokesman began to sound like he was pleading.
 
   “He probably sees the bigger political picture here,” Cerise mused quietly, eyes narrowed.  Ari had a feeling court intrigue was a specialty of hers.
 
   “It won’t do any good if all Jaegor sees is red,” Loren remarked worriedly.
 
   With a final impatient shake of his lank blond hair, Jaegor stepped away from his counselor and repeated stubbornly, “I request a fight to the death.”
 
   The crowd murmured, sounding displeased, though Ari’s perception may have been slanted.  Banion turned slowly to Kai and Melkin.  The Northerners all gathered in close.  “This is bad,” he rumbled.  “It’ll have to go to Kane if it’s to be stopped now.”
 
   Jaegor’s spokesman stepped up by his side and announced reluctantly, “Heard and witnessed.”
 
   “Who is he?” Melkin snapped, as if they could silence him then the day’s events would disappear.
 
   “The Jarl of Alene,” Banion said.  
 
   Suddenly, a woman’s strong voice broke into the waiting silence.  “I demand the right of substitution!” she cried, and as everyone turned, rubber-necking, she pushed her way to the edge of the crowd.
 
   Ari felt a faint, inexplicable stab of recognition, though he was sure he had never seen her before in his life.  She wasn’t the sort of girl you forgot.  A tall, big-boned Merranic, she had reddish-brown curls bobbing around her shoulders, a thick smattering of ginger freckles, and eyes that you could see dancing from across the square.  Voluminous skirts in serviceable dark brown flowed out from under her bright red corselet, and though a lot of Merranic women went barefoot, she was booted.  She was young, the boys’ age.  And pretty.
 
   “I’d forgotten about that,” Banion said, fingering his beard.  “Hasn’t been used in forever, but it’s perfectly valid by Merrani law.  Anyone can claim it and no one refuse it—came about during the Wars, so good fighting men didn’t end up getting wasted in things like this…”
 
   The party turned anxiously to the Jarl of Alene, to the girl, to Jaegor, and back to the Jarl.  Alene’s Jarl cleared his throat, looking several fathoms out of his comfort zone.  Jaegor looked mortified, obviously torn between appreciation for the comely female complicating his life and dismay for the implications of what she’d offered.  This time he listened closely to what the Jarl had to say, bending his head over on a neck the width of Cerise’s waist.
 
    After a few minutes of rushed advice, he addressed the girl.  “Agreed,” he said reluctantly, then added quickly, “The sentence has been changed to five lashes.”
 
   “Agreed,” she said promptly, in that same bold voice, and handed off her basket of flowers.  Completely composed, she marched across the Square like she was going to do the milking, entering one of the surrounding buildings.  Jaegor, swallowing audibly and looking like he was being dragged by his toenails, followed.
 
   The crowd murmured in approval, a current of obvious and pleased satisfaction running through them.  No one seemed particularly distressed or alarmed at any of it.  The same could not be said of the huddled Northerners, feeling deeply out of place and shocked to the core.
 
   “These people are mad!” Cerise hissed, pale eyes bulging out of her narrow face.  “Rodge pushed someone three times his size and called him a name and they want to kill him?!”  Rodge’s face was a conflicting palette of relief, shock, and consternation.  
 
   “I could have taken five lashes,” he mumbled, which while factually correct, gave the misleading impression that he didn’t mind a little pain.  But it was a little shaming to have a girl take his punishment for him, undeserved or not.
 
   Banion exchanged somber glances with Kai and Melkin, then without a word followed the others across the square.
 
   “Back to the tavern,” Melkin growled.
 
   “Shouldn’t we wait…to talk to her…to thank her, or something?” Ari protested.  The North’s back country was still very old-fashioned.  Happy as he and Loren were about Rodge not having to get terminated, it was still almost unthinkable to them that a girl…a girl was…that anyone would…well, whipping?  A girl?  Even Archemounte, for all its talk of women’s equality, would never dream of doing anything so brutal.  Though, this entire spectacle was so foreign to Northern ways that it pushed the boundaries of believability.
 
   “Banion will take care of it.”
 
   No one rolled their eyes at Cerise’s ranting on the way back, and the first thing they all did at the tavern was order big mugs of ale.  Poor Banion almost got jumped when he finally came through the door.  He looked flummoxed as he told them what he knew, which wasn’t much.  She had no reason, she was no relation—everyone raised their eyebrows at that addition—she had no stake in the outcome of the proceedings at all.  But she’d agreed to meet them, there, tonight.  After she got cleaned up, Banion added, and took a quick swig out of his tankard.  No one really wanted to think about that.
 
   The night passed with tortuous slowness.  They ate more for something to do than to sate their appetites.  They paced.  They made uninteresting conversation.  They drank ale and then had to use the little house.  They paced some more.  It was late when they finally had to conclude that she wasn’t coming.  Rodge, probably feeling nibblings of humiliation, seemed almost cheerful, but Ari was strangely dejected.  There’d been something about her… something arresting about her brightness that had nothing to do with her pretty face or laughing eyes.
 
   They headed up the stairs to their rooms, tromping after Melkin and Kai, but were all brought to a domino-effect halt when the Dra stopped right in the middle of the hall.  Ari, at the end of the line, craned his neck around the gaggle of bodies—and saw a cloaked figure.  It was leaning quietly against the wall, hood drawn up, outside of Banion’s room.  As they watched, standing warily and in some cases stupidly, two white hands lifted the folds of cloth off the hidden face.
 
   It was her.  ‘She,’ to be grammatical. Without any appreciable sign of distress over her recent ordeal, her eyes sparkling with mischief, she laid a finger against her lips.  Kai moved quickly to Banion’s room, opening it, and she slipped inside with a curious, swift grace.  As if someone had poured water on them, the frozen conglomeration in the hallway moved in a rush to follow her, jamming up in the doorway and losing considerable dignity trying to get into the room.
 
   She doffed the hood completely once she was inside, lips curved up in the saucy Merranic smile as she watched all the jockeying.  They came and ranged around her, and for a split second no one said anything.  She had quite a presence, that sort of charisma that draws stares and makes people laugh and forms friendships on the spot…Not only that, but her eyes were a warm reddish-gold of a brown, full of laughter and secrets, like she knew something interesting and if you stayed quiet long enough you’d get to hear it.
 
   She was the first one to speak, saying confidentially, “I may not have too long—I was spotted on the way here.  I’m Adama.”
 
   Another pang of familiarity shot through Ari.  Why was he so thick-headed?  Where did he know her from?
 
   “We owe you a great gratitude, Lady,” Banion said respectfully, while most of the Northerners were musing over the suspicious suggestion that she was somewhere she shouldn’t be.
 
   She dimpled at him, freckles leaping about on her milk-white skin.  “’Tis only stripes… I’ve had worse.”  She winked at Rodge, shrugging.  Carefully.  Ari noticed she wasn’t wearing her corselet and the loose blouse hung outside her skirt waistband.
 
   Cerise began to splutter, doubtless warming up, but she faded right off after the girl’s next words:
 
   “Besides, I heard you were looking for me…and this was such a convenient way to meet.”  Everyone stared at her blankly and a puzzled silence settled in over the faint thumps and muted noise of the hall below.  Suddenly, it clicked in Ari’s mind, what he’d been trying to remember, why things about this bright-eyed stranger seemed so familiar.
 
   “You’re a Whiteblade,” he breathed.  The room seemed to suck in its breath.  She gave an abbreviated curtsy, dipping her head so that her russet curls bounced.  The candlelight danced over her lively, expectant face.
 
   “That’s why I had such a bad feeling about this,” Banion groaned softly.
 
   “Why would you put yourself at risk for some unimportant stranger?” Cerise demanded of her, vocal cords recovering nicely at sight of one of these flimsy fairytales appearing right in front of her.  
 
   “I’m important to me,” Rodge objected indignantly.
 
   None of them had expected a Whiteblade to be so young…she was representing the very face of legend, after all.  Weren’t there standards for these sorts of things?  
 
   “Why would you put on this ridiculous cloak of make-believe at all,” Cerise continued sternly, “instead of living a normal, productive life?”
 
   The stranger swallowed a laugh, saying in mock gravity, “Sorry to be so disruptive.  To simply answer your question would be to say ‘I’m Illian,’ I suppose.  With more time, I expect we could have a tremendous discussion on theology.”  The lilting voice went quiet and she turned away, obviously uninterested in squabbling with Cerise.  Her expressive face stilled, and she settled eyes of candid clarity slowly onto Melkin’s.  
 
   “Why do you seek knowledge of the Ivory?” she asked, low and rich and discordantly different from the banter of a second ago.  The sudden switch caught everyone off guard, and for a moment the room seemed to hang suspended in time.
 
   He had been looking at her closely, watching and weighing her words in that way he had.  Whatever conclusions he’d drawn weren’t revealed in his tone when he answered.  
 
   “We are looking for the Statue of the Empress,” he said neutrally.  “And any knowledge of the Five Hundred Years of Peace.”  He paused, as if to encourage any interruption she might be interested in making, but she only looked at him steadily.  Ari had the sudden, eerie certainty that she knew exactly what they were looking for.
 
   “We have forgotten much of the Signs of War,” Melkin went on, his rough voice, the words, the flickering candles, the remnant of fable standing so quietly in front of them, all building a strange, dense atmosphere of mystery.  The air shimmered with it.   “But it seems like it is near.  Has the Statue been destroyed?  Do the Sheelmen have it?  Where is it?  Does it still need safekeeping?”  He rounded the chair he’d been standing behind to move toward her, intent as a wolf on the hunt.  “What exactly is going to happen when the five hundred years are complete?  Are they already?”
 
   The otherworldly silence, full of glittering possibility, suddenly shattered.  Below, a door was thrown open, shouts could be heard, and an undeniable ruckus started.  Adama’s head whipped around, her animated face completely different with the eyes so wide and alert, the crowd of freckles still.
 
   She glanced back at the group, looking for all the world…annoyed.  “I must go,” she said reluctantly, long-fingered hands lifting her cowl back up around the bright, tight reddish curls.
 
   Melkin moved as if to grab her and Kai, surprising everybody, blocked him.  So instead, with his lip curling, grey eyes blazing, he hissed, “Can you tell us nothing?”
 
   In the shadow of the hood, her face had an odd, bright, otherworldly look to it.  She gazed at him from barely a foot away, amber eyes depthless and full of portent.  For an agonizing breath, their eyes locked.
 
   “Your answers lie in Cyrrh,” she whispered, and was gone.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   The party had been stunned enough last night that the members drifted quietly away to their rooms, but they woke up swinging the next morning.
 
   “Why didn’t you stop her?” Cerise demanded of Kai in the stables after breakfast.  Secretly, Ari had thought she’d been peeved at Kai ever since yesterday’s chase through the streets…whether because she’d looked like a fool throwing herself at him like that, or because he’d ignored it.
 
   He didn’t acknowledge her, not even glancing away from his watch at the door, until Selah said, “She’s done quite a bit for us already…poor gratitude it would be to let her get caught.”  His dark eyes drifted over, then, dragging across Selah’s tranquil face.  She paid no attention.  Cerise frowned at them.
 
   She tossed her pale blonde head, looking a lot like her horse, and said scathingly, “I’ve never seen such immature, primitive, idiotic men in my life.  Grown men, chasing women around like boys chasing a dog.  It’s no wonder Merrani’s never progressed beyond torchlight and nighthouses!”
 
   Banion, who all morning had been mute with remorse at his required role in abetting an Illian, snarled soundlessly behind his beard.  All his even-tempered cleverness lie buried behind last night’s debacle.  It hadn’t even been worth it.
 
   “You didn’t know,” Loren told him comfortingly, leading out his frisky chestnut.  It was a grey, uninspiring morning outside, but the horses were restless after being penned up so long, their energy matching that of the spitting, wound-up Northerners.
 
   It seemed odd to Ari that Merranics got so bent out of shape over a few Illians.  They threw Whiteblades off cliffs, imprisoned them, hunted them down like animals—all over a difference in theology.  It made Ari a little uncomfortable…they were girls, after all.  But, then, it wasn’t really in Northern temperament to waste too much energy on such abstract ideology, unless it concerned business theory.  
 
    They mounted up, horses’ hooves rapping out an energetic tempo on the cobblestone.  The city was wreathed in mist this early and damp with spray from the Great Eastern Sea, its still-sleepy streets empty, reality muted.  Melkin let his long-legged roan have its head, and Ari snuck a glance at his glowering face as he passed.  He felt sorry for him.  It was like they were being led around by a dangling carrot, ten questions for every answer.  Why Cyrrh?  Was the Statue there?  Adama hadn’t even confirmed that there was a Statue, nevermind whether it was currently imprisoning a god, in the hands of the Enemy, or had anything to even do with Peace and war.  
 
   They headed downhill, sometimes slipping when the damp slicked the stone.  One such jolt when the brown had to catch himself jarred a thought right into Ari’s rather aimless mind.  If the Empress had really…captured Raemon, for lack of a better term, did that mean her power, or the power of Il, was the stronger?  Il was more powerful than even the gods?  He frowned in concentration, metaphysics being an unusual cerebral exercise for him.  Most people didn’t think Il even existed—and even the Illians claimed he’d never been seen.  Why would people choose a god they couldn’t see with a lot of mumbo jumbo attached to him, when the conventional options were nice, clear cut—OK, maybe sometimes fallible, but at least understandable—entities?  A generous tithing program, an earnest attempt to conduct business, your One Great Deed, and you basically didn’t have to think about Marek at all.
 
   Loren elbowed him happily, and he came back to the soggy streets of Alene—which were flooding with sunlight.  They were almost to the quay, and a stiff breeze was clearing the fog so that the bay in front of them was brilliant with sunlight flashing off the waves.  Birds of sea and shore wheeled and cried over their heads and the surf crashed with endless energy against Alene’s stone docks.
 
   Tied up at dock and scattered across the bay at anchor was every kind of ship imaginable.  Wide, bulbous merchant ships, some of the huge barges that plied the Kendrick, a vast variety of sailed and oared fishing craft of almost every shape and size, enormous, sea-going cargo vessels, squat and bloated.  And here and there, like a wolf among fat farm dogs, a sleek, lean Warsloop of the Merranic Fleet.
 
   Ari and Loren sat with barely restrained impatience, for it was one of these Banion had arranged passage on.  The day’s wait for it would be more than worth it for the time it’d save flying down the coast.  It loomed above them, bumping gently against the wharf.  Scores of sailors clambered all over it, fussing with lines and sails and shouting in the brisk morning air.  They began lowering the great cargo hold door to take the horses, and Cerise got busy blindfolding her shrilling mare.  Loren and Ari rolled their eyes sourly at each other.  She was a beautiful horse, but that kind of brainless excitability could get someone killed on the trail.
 
   The hold was dim and warm and thick with the smells of livestock after the chilly breeze outside, and Ari and Loren contentedly chose one of the cramped pens for their geldings.  Rodge’s fat, placid pony went in with Tekkara, Cerise’s hot-blooded monster, and headed straight to the feed bin.  The mare quieted almost instantly with the pony beside her, nervously grabbing a mouthful of hay herself and chewing like it was the only thing in the world that made sense.
 
   They climbed the ladder up through the decks, the close, musty smells of the ship and the ubiquitous creaking and shifting of the enclosed wooden world making Ari’s heart beat a little faster.  As the blinding brightness of the sun glared down through the top hatch, Loren turned around and looked down at his friend.  His flaxen hair was haloed by the light, a “you’re-not-going-to-believe-this” look on his face.
 
   When Ari climbed out, spreading his legs wide for balance, his eyes wanted to go everywhere at once.  They were far above the docks, looking into the top windows of the wharf warehouses.  Endless and vast out in front—or behind, he didn’t have his bearings yet—stretched the horizon, and overhead the deep blue and silver flag of Merrani snapped with understated importance.  But all of this was just background, a stage set, for the swarming, fascinating life that crewed and commanded and crawled all over this exotic new world.  Fleetmen flitted everywhere through the rigging, some of them moving more conventionally along the deck, some standing formally around to greet them, as giant and good-natured as all Merranics—but  there the similarity ended.   
 
   The boys and Cerise tried not to stare.  These men were ridged with muscle, not an ounce of fat on their huge bare chests, trim-waisted, long legs packed with bulging strength.  Clean cut, clean-limbed, with nothing of the foolish or simple that they’d seen in most Merranics, that sense of hare-brained impulsiveness was completely missing.  An almost palpable discipline emanated from them.  
 
    “Permission to come aboard, Commodore!” Banion bellowed in front of them, making Cerise jump.  They peered around his big bulk—and most of them straightened up a little.  It wasn’t the size of the man greeting Banion, it was that indefinable aura of importance, of grandness, of power.
 
   The man welcoming Banion had the same loose trousers of deep blue as his men, but they were tucked into knee high black boots instead of gathered over bare feet.  Under his washboard stomach was slung a full-length broadsword, gorgeously hilted and set with sapphires, rather than a long knife tucked into a waistband.  The big silver buckle on the belt was worked into a lion’s head with the prong his tongue and another sapphire his eye.  He also had the only beard they’d seen so far, and that was a bounteous thick mass of blue-black curls that had Cerise’s jaw gaping in envy.  
 
   He was probably the handsomest Merranic they’d ever seen.  Steady eyes of dark blue swept over them all, gazing out of a strong, square, tanned face.
 
   “Welcome aboard,” he said, in a voice like breakers on the shore, and reached out to shake hands—a formidable experience.  His biceps were the size of Cerise’s head, and Ari, awe-struck, saw the glint of a silver earring in the ear closest to him.
 
   Banion introduced them all, and then with considerably more deference, said, “This is Commodore Kraemoor, of the Royal Merranic Fleet Sloop Mermaidon, graciously accommodating us at such short notice.”
 
   Melkin murmured his thanks and was answered with a rumbling laugh.  “Thank me if you still will in a week.  Seawolf quals are just finished; that’s why we were up here, to get our pick of the best.  We’ll be drilling new recruits the whole way back to Merrane.  Ah, here come some now…” he rumbled in satisfaction.
 
   The party turned casually, more out of politeness, and froze almost in unison.
 
   “Oh, no,” Rodge said brokenly.
 
   There, at the head of the small group of young men headed towards them, big body looking a trifle sloppy next to the Fleetmen…was Jaegor.
 
     The Palace thrummed and pulsed like an anthill with a boot in it.  To put the Queen on the road was a momentous thing, a nightmare of logistics, and a trial of tempers.  When Kane wished to travel, he grabbed the nearest Jarl and whichever handful of men was least occupied and…went.  Not so the Queen of the Northern Empire.  There were weeks of preparation, everything from the menu for the seven-course nightly meals to the elaborate wardrobe to the guest list.  It was an “honor” to travel with the Queen, this being all one big statement of Imperial Greatness, and it took careful wording and usually a foolproof excuse to be able to avoid it.
 
   Sable thought it one big circus, actually, but she’d mellowed over the years.  She had other battles to fight, and, after all, it was never more than once every few years.  Needless to say, Kane usually came to see her.
 
   It was a relief to get out of the Palace, even for a few moments.  And if the Festival of the Quarterly Tribute wasn’t the thing of dancing and music and racing and games that it was in the south of the Empire, at least it was an excuse to get away from the anthill.
 
   The ceremonial coach used for just these few formal occasions was coming to a stop and she glanced out the tiny window.  She could make out the steps, and just the steps—it was a very small window—to the Temple of Marek.  The door was opened and she was handed out by Rorig, the Queensknight, to the precise and ancient music of the Festival.
 
   She waved professionally to the oohing crowds lining the long scarlet carpet that was her path to the Temple, forcing herself to walk slowly, be stately, think regal thoughts.  Her dress was very fine, bleached linen, but it was burdened with a quarry full of strewn crystals and had leagues of train to be hauled along.  The Diamond Scepter winked and flashed and blinded her no matter how she shifted it, but she kept grimly dignified.  Who said royalty didn’t work?
 
   Even Archemounte gets hot in July, and it was a relief to step into the cool interior of the Temple.  Most of the Empire, especially in the north, built modest, heat-efficient structures low on aesthetics but high on practicality.  Unless, of course, there was a Statement to be made.  The Temple, the Palace, the University…well, they had Things To Say.  There was nothing heat-conscious about the soaring, colonnaded hall she finally entered.  Her slippered feet sank into the plush sea of scarlet carpet all down that long aisle way to the High Priest at the end.  Far over his head, its power safely out of reach, the great Diamond winked and glimmered in the soft gas light.  She was glad she hadn’t been the one to see it flare up.
 
   It’s smaller cousin hung around Clarent’s neck, gleaming quietly and perfectly naturally against his white robes.  He had been High Priest for twenty years before she even sat the Throne, and though his close-cropped hair was white, the fine Northern features were still smooth, the lidless pale eyes staring down at her just as intelligently (and sometimes a little too observantly) as when she’d first accepted the Crown from him.
 
   She exchanged a brief tilt of the head with him, and with a gracious sweep of her arm moved out of the way of the heavy chest following behind her: the quarterly proscribed tithing of the Empire to its god.  Tithing complete, the whole process was reversed, the four white horses caparisoned in rich scarlet pranced back to the Royal Stables, and she headed with considerably more reluctance to the Royal Feast Table.
 
   Rorig met her eyes as he handed her out back at the Palace, and she remembered to smile warmly.  He’d make a good match.  It was far from uncommon, Queensknights by definition being of High Blood; usually only the wealthy and high born could afford the training that allowed them to compete for the spot.  Rorig was good-looking and intelligent and less fawning than most.  She was considering him seriously, especially since the subject of her advancing years had lately had the Council yapping at her heels.
 
   Sable saw the High Priest again at the Festival Feast.  He still wore the same white robes, as she did (why couldn’t Marek have chosen a more practically-colored gem?) and the large triele on his chest earned him respectful bows as he moved around the room.  
 
   Oh, he was definitely aware of his station, Sable thought, watching him approach, and a consummate politician.  Their relationship, literally, was ceremonial.  The first words of normal conversation he’d ever spoken to her came out as he walked up.
 
   “Good evening, Your Majesty.” He had a light tenor with the perfect amount of solemn respect…and self-importance.
 
   “High Priest Clarent,” she responded gravely.  He never said more than a few words to anybody, yet here he was to talk.  Hm.  What was his game?
 
    “It has come to my attention that Illians have gained audience with the Council…” he began.
 
   What a conversation piece.  “Have they?” The North was many decades away from its primitive horror of Illians.  Well, with the possible exception of the Marekite Priesthood, she supposed.  Now she knew what his game was.
 
   He frowned ever so slightly and she brought herself to heel at the look in his lidless eyes.  He was not a fool, nor stupid, and the power of the priesthood was still deep and extensive.  Flippancy was not the way to assure a good working relationship between Throne and Temple.
 
   “I truly was not aware of this,” she offered frankly, and had the immediate impression that it was the wrong thing to say, making her look stupid and out of touch as well as thoughtless.
 
   Clarent was nothing but smooth tact, however.  “It would be worth your time to investigate, Majesty.  I have heard rumor that they are interested in building in Archemounte.”  It was plain he thought this so ludicrous as to be laughable…if one were to indulge in that sort of behavior.  “And, of course, to give them a foothold in the very heart of the Empire is appalling to even consider.”
 
   Sable was about to nod her head in agreement when she stopped herself, vaguely surprised.  He was enormously, giftedly, persuasive.  Without a little care, she would find herself agreeing to whatever he suggested.
 
   “Well, High Priest, we are the most educated, tolerant Realm in the world.  It would be odd if we were open-minded about everything but religion.”  She made her tone light, as if to float onto the next subject.
 
   Clarent seemed to be nailed down to this one.  “Your Majesty,” he persisted, with such mild rebuke it was hardly recognizable as such, “though it is excellent to be open to educating oneself, that state of being will be profoundly unsatisfactory…unless it is filled with the education itself.  I beg you to seek understanding of the threat the Illians bring to our Empire.”
 
   There wasn’t the faintest sense of a request there, she thought wryly, and quite a bit of convoluted sentence structure.  Did he think her witless?  Gullible?  He was so suave and smooth it was difficult to read.  
 
   In a spasm of mischief, she had a devilish idea.
 
   Two days later, it occurred to her that Elger was about as different from Clarent as could be imagined.  The High Priest was tall and spare and pale.  Elger barely topped her own height, was stout, and had a profusion of brownness.  Brown hair, skin dark from the sun and wind, and deep, warm brown eyes that looked right at you instead of just sort of surveying you like a specimen.  His face was scarred and pocked from the spots of youth, but it was honest, forthright, and ingenuous—last seen in the Palace seven years ago, with Sable’s arrival.
 
   “So, Il does not demand tithe?” Sable clarified.
 
   “No, Your Majesty, though it is accepted and certainly encouraged, as a gift of the heart.”  Elger’s voice, his eyes, his gentle manner, all respectful, had not an ounce of flattery in them.  She was quite sure he would speak to her doorman in exactly the same tone.
 
   They were in the Audience Chamber, a business-like room with a big walnut table and several large, stately, hideous chairs, all set off by deep teal carpets and drapes.  Elger was a Shepherd, surprisingly hard to find in a city Clarent seemed convinced was being overrun by Illians.  The ‘ear of the Council’ causing so much distress to her High Priest turned out to be a reference to Elger’s defense of his presence in Archemounte.  The fact that the Council hadn’t immediately banned him from the Empire apparently made them a step away from heresy.   There’d been no talk of building a House of Worship, which is what they called their Temples.
 
   It hadn’t taken long to figure all this out, and now she was digging into some of the mystery of the Cult, trying to put a finger on what made it so socially deviant.  Besides, it was deeply satisfying to have a completely normal conversation with somebody.
 
   “What does he demand?” she asked cagily.  There was always small print somewhere in these things.  
 
   “Your heart,” Elger said, with a smile to show he wasn’t trying to be clever.  That was the problem, she thought a little wryly.  If he acted like he was trying to hide something, she’d be on to him in a minute, but so far all she’d gotten was quite a bit of very honest and nebulous abstraction.
 
   “No ‘One Great Deed,’ no ‘sober and conscientious life contributing to the greater good of all’…” she half-joked, fingers fluttering the air in self-deprecation.
 
   Elger shook his head, smiling.  After a moment, he said slowly, “Your Majesty, Il is a giver more than a taker.  In His great love and mercy and power, it pleases Him to grant us things—things of the Spirit, that is.  He desires only that we believe in Him.  These other, civil and social and behavioral, aspects of being Illian are simply responses to His goodness.  Outpourings of gratitude, you might say.”
 
   “Things of the Spirit?” This was exactly the kind of vague explanations that she’d been trying to decipher.
 
   “Yes, Majesty:  Peace.  Joy.  Compassion.  Hope.  Generosity.  Love.”
 
   “No…monetary gain?  Successful life path?  Safe and harmonious existence?”  
 
   “Boring.”  He looked at her gravely, but his eyes were twinkling.
 
   She almost laughed out loud, her blue eyes smiling back at him.  She was no closer to understanding how such a cult had ever survived, but she liked him and his lack of dissembling ways—and she had pretty much determined Illianism was no threat to the Empire.  Nothing that unsubstantial, irrational, unfounded, and obscure was ever going to catch on with Northerners.
 
   She stood and he rose at once, bowing from the waist.
 
   “You’ve been most informative, Shepherd,” she said graciously.
 
   “It’s my pleasure,” he said calmly, not mentioning there’d never in recorded history been a Shepherd invited to the Palace.
 
   And with that, the casual interview was over.  Sable thought no more about it, being busy beyond belief with the day’s normal routine and overloaded with the requirements of the pending Royal Departure.  She certainly wasn’t expecting the terse message that reached her just as she was swallowing a snatched supper.
 
   It was from the High Priest, and she stared at it stupidly for a moment before irritation began to smolder into life.  This couldn’t be what she thought.  Surely she was misreading it.  Technically, she was the highest power in the Empire.  In actuality, this man was as close to an equal as there was, and the only individual that would ever dare suggest that was true.  Even so…surely he did not dare to summon her.  
 
   She beckoned the messenger over, keeping her face impassive, and scribbled a quick response—a cool, courteous explanation of her busy schedule.  Any ‘urgent meetings’ deemed necessary would have to take place at the Palace.  After sunset.
 
   It simmered in her guts the rest of the night, so that by the time a page alerted her to High Priest Clarent’s presence in her Audience Chamber, she was more than ready to exchange a few words with him.  Outside, day was fading to its late dusk as she strode down the still-busy corridors, her land bathed in the deep, ruddy glow of the sun.
 
   She went to the Throne Room.  And plunked her royal self down on the Throne.  Clarent could come to her, here.
 
   The page scurried away to fetch the High Priest while she tapped one slender, agitated finger on the arm rest.  She was hot and flushed from the busyness of the day, and well aware the simple, sleeveless gold gown did not put her at her best, but this needed to be settled.  She was not one to approve of outraged histrionics, but as a monarch she required peace—boundaries needed to be drawn here.
 
   Perhaps a reminder of the respect due one’s monarch, as well, she thought grimly, as Clarent entered and marched towards her without a sign of either apology or deference.  His long white robes flowed around him, simple and understated so as not to detract from the Diamond on his chest.
 
   He stopped at the foot of the dais.  It was impossible for him not to be aware of the setting—she on the Throne of Empire, seated, he standing several steps below.  For all that, there wasn’t an ounce of the supplicant in the cold face looking up at her.
 
   “Your Majesty,” his smooth, controlled voice rolled out, rich with haughtiness.  He didn’t even dip his head, which was the only obeisance required of a High Priest.
 
   She forced a frosty voice out of her hot and seething insides.
 
   “What do you wish, Clarent?”  There, see if a similar lack of courtesy would bring him up a little.
 
   For a moment his control slipped, and she saw…fury.  A faint sense of curiosity peeked around her own anger.  Figuring out what drove people was instrumental in handling them, she’d found; she’d had no idea he could even get agitated.
 
   “You’ve been entertaining Illians,” he stated, newly calm, so that what was obviously an accusation came out more like a comment on the grain market.
 
   “High Priest, you advised me to educate myself,” she answered, but the impulsive response to their last conversation now seemed vaguely unwise.  Queens did not toy with their subjects.  Especially not powerful subjects with no sense of humor, a vaulted sense of self-importance, and a profound influence over the entire Realm.
 
   He stared at her, cold and pale and still.  She knew she could not make an enemy of this man, but she had never cared so little about politics.  Entertaining Illians?!
 
   “I have warned you of the dangers of this cult.” Again, it was spoken almost without emotion, a casual comment, but her blood pressure soared.  He did not dare to censure her.  Surely.
 
   “The Empire does not fear differences in people, and neither does their Queen.  The Illians pose no threat to the North—the determination of which was the purpose of my INTERVIEW with the Shepherd.  We are the greatest source of knowledge, of learning, of tolerance and acceptance in the Realms.  I see no reason to change that for a perceived historical threat that, really, no longer exists.”  That last might have sounded like a taunt, but was she Queen, or was she Queen?
 
   The reptilian eyes went tight.  His smooth face took on a look of almost predatory dislike.
 
   “Do you never wonder why, as an Empire, we are ruled by a mere Queen?”  His voice had dropped to one of soft animosity, insidious with implied meaning.  It was his turn to deliver insult, she recognized angrily.  
 
   “The last Emperor was the last of the Northern Royal Line,” she said evenly, “if that’s what you mean.  The Council at the time voted not to extend the Imperial title to the rulers that followed.”  Now was she to be patronized?  And where was this going?
 
   “The last Imperial ruler was, like you, a woman.  She became enthralled with Illians and was forcibly removed from the Throne.”  He didn’t even bother to hide the threat, in fact had taken a step up towards her, lidless eyes narrowed with antipathy.  “Do you think Marek will tolerate an Illian on the Throne?  You have no idea of the magnitude of the things you play with.”
 
   Infuriating, conceited, self-satisfied—he would try and intimidate her!
 
   Icily furious, her voice rang out across the Throne room in summons to a page.  He came at a full run, eyes wide in alarm.  
 
   “I am not playing with anything, High Priest!” she snapped, directing her words once more to Clarent.  “I have no intention of converting to Illianism or anything like it, and I find your paranoia and overstatement of facts particularly distasteful.  Thank you for your visit.  It has been most enlightening.” She was proud of that cool and well-ordered speech for many weeks, especially in light of the positive repugnance roiling in her guts.  Of all the insufferable arrogance!
 
   He looked at her for a long moment after she dismissed him, once again the impartial and self-controlled politician.  “That is my only goal,” he finally responded, so balmily that she had trouble believing he could be the same man.  Dipping his head politely, he turned and flowed imperturbably back across the room.
 
   She almost leaped off her throne once he was gone, pacing a minute before remembering through the haze of her un-Imperial antagonism that she had things she had to be doing.
 
   How ridiculous.  The official histories tended to gloss over the end of the Blooded Emperors, granted, but it was clearly recorded that much of the reason for the change in title was the fact that the days of expansion were over.  Heady as it had been to think of a limitless, vast territory under Northern control, they had unfortunately run into the Bay of Baeroon, the Dragonspine, and the essentially impassable Crown Mountains.  The last of the Royal Line having died out at the same time these boundaries impinged on Northern dreams, it was decided ‘Empire’ smacked of rather unseemly arrogance (Northerners obviously had a different genetic make-up back then, one since corrected).  They had settled for ‘Realm’ and ‘King’—it was only the last few centuries they’d taken it longingly up again.  But for the love of clinking coins, the last of the Line was gone within a century or so of the Four Brothers’ Going Out!  This was literally thousands of years ago!  He was bringing it up now as some critical turning point in the history of the Realms, the diminishment of the monarchy because a ruler converted to Illianism!?
 
   She swished around a corner in such high choler, servants tripped over each other trying to avoid her.  And how was it a man commanding so much respect, prestige, and patronage throughout the Realm as Clarent could be so insecure?  It wasn’t even rational.  She sat down with a vengeance, starting to sign the pile of parchments on her acreage of desk without even reading them.  Could there be something here she was unaware of?  What exactly was the story of the last of the Royal Line?   She’d already been through every vestige of Ancient History she could find chasing down Melkin’s daydreams; she knew there was nothing more there.  She paused, lifting the quill and dripping ink over the Act to Investigate Corn Weevil Infestation, thinking of the mouldy bookshelves in the cramped relic room in the Library. 
 
   No.  No, she had a better idea.
 
      She’d doubtless disturbed him this late at night, so she started with an apology.
 
   Elger waved it away.  “For an Illian to be summoned to the Royal Palace—twice in one day, no less—is more honor than inconvenience, Majesty,” he chuckled.
 
   Sable felt herself relaxing, which a cool bath and quick change of clothes hadn’t been able to even touch.
 
   “I was told something this evening that I wonder if you could shed some light on,” she began casually.  He murmured something accommodating. 
 
   “The High Priest is under the impression that the last of the Royal Line was actually a woman, and was removed from her throne for converting to Illianism…” she said lightly, as if wasn’t that the funniest thing?
 
   But a shadow crossed his face—the first time he’d ever looked uncomfortable—telling her that firstly he knew what she was talking about, and secondly…that he probably was going to be reluctant to comment.  Correctly guessing that he wasn’t going to want to discredit a Marekite High Priest by even appearing to contradict him, she added, “I know the facts of this matter are lost to time, and that of course the details will be forever hidden, but I wonder if the Illians have any knowledge of this…?”
 
   He hesitated for a long time, eyes absorbed with the detailing of the carpeting, until she thought he was going to make some excuse and remain out of the controversy.  It was almost a surprise when he began to speak.
 
   “Her name was Karmine.  Like all the generations since High King Kendrick, she traveled much in Addah.  At that time, the Wolflands were the accepted northern Imperial border, and consort between Addah and the Empire was necessary, with grateful cooperation on both sides.  The Ways of Il were well-known and quietly believed in by many Emperors.”
 
   He glanced at her composed face.
 
   “Karmine chose to make an issue of it, courageously, for it cost her the Throne.  She was deeply affected by the Addahites, having spent much of her life there with her father.  When the Emperor was killed—the border was a continual battlefield in her day—she returned to Archemounte to be crowned.  It was not long before she was accused of apostasy.  The Marekites, who were more powerful then, demanded she either renounce Il or her right to rule.  She abdicated.”
 
   Sable felt herself withdrawing, felt her liking and trust ebb immediately.  It was deeply improbable, what he was saying.  No Northerner would ever do that.  Duty, responsibility, order…these were pounded into the national brain pattern from its earliest signs of activity.  Especially those of Royal Blood.
 
   “That simply wouldn’t happen,” she said quietly.  It was said Illians didn’t lie, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t honestly believe a story that was no nearer to the truth than Clarent’s.  “There is nothing that could take the place of such a duty, such an honor in a person of the Line.”  He wasn’t Royal, wasn’t even a Northerner.  Maybe he simply couldn’t understand this.
 
   He glanced up from the floor.  “Unless there is something more important, even, than a Realm.”
 
   She shook her head at him, re-emphasizing, “There is nothing more important.  It goes against every ingrained teaching of the North, denies the single most paramount concern of Royalty…and there would have been no reason to do it.  It was politically inexpedient, personally disastrous…”
 
   “She did it for love of Il.”
 
   Sable stared.  Was he being deliberately obtuse?  Throwing out these intangibles again?  Love was something for children, an emotion, a sentiment to be guarded against for its ability to skew perception, to bias good judgment.  It certainly couldn’t be applied to theology, and definitely not to politics.  Perhaps there were unknown variables back in the days of the ancients,  but this was so discordant with Northern thought processes that it had no ring of truth to it.
 
   She stood slowly, disappointed, and bade him a courteous evening.  
 
   Undressing for bed a few moments later, she mused pensively over the day.  Her anger had evaporated.  Her concern over whatever was causing Clarent such palpitations had been laid to rest—she wasn’t going to wander into Illian apostasy.  It was the Shepherd’s words that bothered her.  He had seemed so guileless…she wanted to believe him.  But, the Emperors of old, their few generations buried in the Histories alongside the Ages of War, were not foolish men.  Nor were the women.  Their lives were short and brutal, ending almost without exception on the battlefield.  The women were usually widowed early, their sons dying around them.  Personal entries were practical, no-nonsense reports of horrific events, atrocities even.  She hadn’t even been aware there were female rulers back then, though orphans like Karmine would probably have held the title before they could marry.
 
   Busy as she’d been and tired as she was, Sable stared at the ceiling long after the lights were out.  Why was there this small part of her that wanted to believe him?  Was she that much of a romantic?  Fabled narratives had an accepted cultural value, but they made for an invalid base for either scholars or rulers…                                                         
 
   What if there was more than life to duty, an irrational part of her pleaded, and what if there was love that wasn’t silly sentiment…but so profound that it could change your life?
 
   She turned over impatiently, determined to sleep, shutting out that irritating phrase that wouldn’t stop drifting through her head like some misplaced ghost…
 
   …for love of Il...
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   If there was anything finer than being out to sea on a midsummer day, Ari didn’t know what it could be.  He stood at the rail, watching the blues and greens and greys of the ocean seething happily as far as the eye could see.  The occasional gull still circled overhead.  They were out of sight of land, but he’d overheard a Fleetman say they’d never be more than a few leagues from shore the whole trip.  The sun was warm, the ship moved eagerly, alive, under his spread feet, and he felt the same yawning, yearning expectation that he’d had in the High Wilds. 
 
   Loren groaned softly next to him, but managed a stoic smile when Ari glanced over.  His  stomach wasn’t real impressed with the new surroundings.  A sail snapped sharply, and for the dozenth time, Ari turned around to look at the ship, torn between the endless activity on board and the almost mystical draw of the horizon.  The Fleetmen glided purposefully across the decks, climbing the rigging like monkeys, bare feet padding as surely on the booms dozens of feet above them as they did on the deckboards.  Sails were let out and taken in, booms swung and swung again as the ship tacked and toyed with the stiff breeze.  The bear-like Sailmaster called out orders and was cheerfully answered in bellowed, hearty, unintelligible ship jargon.   
 
   On either side of the Mermaidon, somehow holding their exact position despite the tugging playfulness of the wind and waves, rode two other Fleet Sloops, one on either side of the white wake gushing out from below him.  Dancing over that froth from its post at the stern, the big, forked banner of the Mermaidon snapped, pale sea-foam green with a rampant silver lion gleaming in its middle.
 
   Up at the bow, Commodore Kraemoor had apparently finished talking with the six new Seawolves; they followed the Master-at-arms below.  Jaegor glanced over at them as they stood at the rail, skin tightening around his eyes, but Rodge had stayed below when they were taken down and given a tour.  The Wolves passed through the hatch…and in their wake, came Selah.
 
   She spotted them and walked easily over, the sea breeze tugging at her baggy clothes so that for once her lissome figure was beautifully outlined.  Ari sighed contentedly.  She had lovely curves, all of them coming quite purposefully right to him.
 
   “Loren,” she said in her low voice, “I brought you this packet of herbs.  They always keep me from getting seasick.  I thought you’d like a bit of it for, er, prevention.”
 
   “You’re wonderful,” he breathed, wasting no time in wobbling across to the hatch with them and down.
 
   Ari and Selah grinned at each other, and he studied her face surreptitiously as she settled comfortably against the rail next to him.  Her hair was growing out already, curling around the column of her neck in thick waves of the richest, darkest brown he’d ever seen.  Her complexion had cleared up a little, a pink and white freshness for the huge, expressive eyes to sit in.  But, she’d refused every effort of Cerise’s to wear anything even approaching fashion, finally hushing that dominatrix with the observation that it was above her station.  The plain, rough cotton tunic was belted with nothing but a braided rope.
 
   He was brought out of his reverie by her saying dreamily, “I love the sea.”
 
   “You’ve sailed before?”
 
   “I’ve had a busy life,” she admitted wryly.
 
   “How did you come to…that is…how are you…?”  To his relief, rather than listen to him chew on the foot in his mouth, she answered: 
 
   “I was orphaned young.”
 
   For a moment, the earth, the waves, the sun, the rocking ship all ceased to exist.  “Me, too,” he said.  Slowly, they smiled at each other.  Her dark eyes were a thing of wonder when she smiled.  He cleared his throat.
 
   “So, you just went off adventuring?”  He couldn’t deny the whispers of excitement coursing through him—he, who had nothing to offer any normal girl, who could never dare be interested in any of them.
 
   “Circumstances rather conspired that way,” she said in her dry voice, obviously laughing at herself.  She was the most unaffected girl he’d ever met.
 
   “Where are you from?” he got up the courage to ask her.
 
   “From the North.  I just took an Addahite name because it’s my favorite place to be.”  They smiled at each other again, in perfect sympathy.
 
   “You’re not scared of traveling alone?”
 
   “That’s why I go in disguise.”
 
   “But you’re not intimidated by anything…”  He didn’t care if he sounded frankly admiring.  He was frankly admiring.
 
   She shrugged, looking contemplative.  “I guess I’ve just seen a lot.  I’ve worked in royal courts where self-interest and deceit were the paths to power.  I’ve been given food by starving beggars.  Once, I lived with an old couple who spent their whole lives scrimping and saving and sacrificing their happiness for their measly plot of land, only to see it all swept away in one bad storm.  Random cruelty, unnecessary kindness…”  She shook her head with an ironic smile.  “The world seems to swirl around capriciously, bestowing either or both…undeserved or well-earned, there doesn’t seem to be a pattern.  It makes sense only from the Path of Il.”
 
   He stared at her.  That was the longest speech she’d ever made.  And it had ended with Il.
 
   “How?” he asked quickly, almost pouncing on his chance.  “How does Il explain it?”
 
   “You see life for what it is: nothing but a short, grim, drear fight, sprinkled here and there with unexpected happiness.  The light, the joy, the reward—it’s all outside this world…and after it.”
 
   They talked all through the dancing, breezy morning, the Mermaidon tossing them thrillingly through the ocean, the gulls crying mournfully above them.  They laughed and teased each other.  They explored the ship in whispered, companionable excitement.  They agreed in horror to skip the tasteless hardtack and powerfully pickled meat laid out for lunch, sneaking apples out of the galley and taking them to eat down with the horses.  It had to be one of the best days of Ari’s life.
 
   Everyone was starved for dinner and the galley was full.  Banion, Melkin, and Kai were dining in the Commodore’s cabin, and whether Cerise was offended she hadn’t been invited, was seasick, or just found the company too inferior to be tolerated, she and Selah didn’t show. 
 
   There was plenty of entertainment without her…in fact, she probably would have put a severe damper on the goings on, the Northern Face of Disapproval being so impossible to ignore.  Small talk and the rough jibing of men who know way too much about each other was far better accompaniment to the overflowing tables of steak and potatoes, warm chunks of fresh brown bread, and vats of fresh peas and beans.
 
   The great red-headed giant across from Ari and Loren gave them a bread-graced grin when they caught his eye. “Good, eh?” he demanded.  “Benefits of sailing the flagship.  ‘Course,” he added, teeth disappearing behind a saddened mouth, “that means more shedder-work.”  His neighbors signaled agreement in a varying range of grunts.
 
   Both boys looked at him blankly, chewing industriously.  “Shedder?” Loren said, grabbing another piece of steak with his knife, Merranic style.
 
   The sailor grunted.  “Fire-shedder.  You know, keeps fire from eating the wood—which, unfortunately, is what this big tub is made of, bow to stern, top to bottom.”
 
   “And every splinter’s got to be slathered with the stuff,” his neighbor on his right added, pointing a forked potato in their direction for emphasis.  Though they’d gotten used to it after a couple days in Alene, the boys could definitely smell that sharp reek around the ship…especially in enclosed, warm places like the galley.
 
   “Can you use it on humans?” Loren asked, pausing in his shoveling.
 
   This brought grins and short jets of laughter and wry exclamations from all over the cramped, low-ceilinged room, gently rocking in the play of the ocean.
 
   “Nay, lad,” the red-head answered blithely, “THOUGH, me Da tells a tale about his Da…”
 
   A warm background noise of approval swelled through the big room, made small by the numbers of enormous men packed into it.  The Fleetmen sat back expectantly, grabbing their mugs and picking their teeth over their empty plates.
 
   “Well,” the red-head said, obviously feeling the waves of encouragement and leaning back to take a swallow of beer.  “My Grandda had been spreading shedder.  And, as sometimes happens, he ended up in the bucket himself, up to the elbows, thanks to a bit of buck from the ship.”  Empathetic laughter circled around.  “So, there he is, standing there dripping the slimey stuff, when the lookout shouts, ‘Fireship!’”  For some reason, this was funny.  Shouts of appreciation and more laughter punctuated the close air.
 
   The red-head was holding his hands up in the air, looking around wildly.  “So, my Grandda, he’s trying to wipe the stuff off on everything in sight—his bloomers, the deck, the rigging, his mates’ clothes, the cow.”  The entire room was laughing now, probably as much at their comrade’s acting as the story itself.
 
   “They told him later they’d thought he’d been possessed by the Snake-Dancers,” he winked at Ari and Loren, pausing while the room quieted enough to continue.
 
   “Well, he tried about three times to get up to his station, but couldn’t get but about a foot off the deck before he’d slide right off the rigging.  Men were running all around him, over him, up the side of him…”  You could hardly hear now.  Fleetmen were pounding the tables, roaring.
 
   “Then, a fireball hits!  My grandda, he looks at the pieces of fireball, looks at his hands, looks at the fireball, then runs over to it, picks it up, and starts throwing it back!”
 
   The room was convulsed in thundering laughter, bouncing off the ceiling, booming off their ears—Ari and Loren had only understood about half of what he was saying, and less of what he was implying, but it was impossible not to laugh just from the hilarity of the Merranics.
 
   Finally, the noise died down a little and the neighbor just down the table suggested, “We should start leaving buckets of it out for boarding!  Death by shedder beats death by spit-and-grill!”  This brought renewed gusts of laughter, macabre as it sounded to the boys, and seeing their blank faces, their tablemate wiped his eyes and hastened, hospitably, to explain.
 
   “Everyone knows the Enemy loves their fire,” he confided.  “Well, if they board you, they’ll knock you out if they can, kill you only if they must.  Then they’ll string you up by your own rigging and get their fun out of you for as long as you can stand the flames!”  He grinned and winked at them.  “I advise, if we get boarded, you jump overboard.  They won’t follow you.  Can’t burn anything in the water!”  And he was off again, along with everyone who’d heard, lost in roaring appreciation of his own cleverness.
 
   The boys carefully concealed how deeply disturbing THAT little tidbit had been, looking around and laughing as if wasn’t this, indeed, the essence of comedy.  But that night, Ari tossed fitfully in his hammock.  The snoring men a few inches away on either side and the creaks and groans of the ship were only partially responsible.  His dozing dreams were full of a world in flames, complete with cackling gremlins and burning sails.
 
   He and Loren and Selah were standing blearily at the rail the next morning with a chatty Fleetman, reliving last night’s enlightening conversation and nursing mugs of steaming coffee, when the Commodore came on board.  They’d been watching his boat row over from the Sapphire Crown, the other ship having disappeared sometime in the night watches.
 
   The Fleetman, who’d been saying, “Soulless they are.  Will skin you just to see your fat sizzle—” about the Enemy, decided abruptly he had more healthy places to be and scampered up some nearby rigging.  The Commodore, big and resplendent with his glimmering bits of silver flashing in the frolic of the sun, paused for a second as he stepped on board, then walked right toward them all in the stern.  He strode past the chickens clucking in their wooden crates and by a couple of the Seawolves checking over the two small rowboats lashed to the deck close by, and right up to them.  
 
   The boys watched nervously as he approached, several large men trailing in his wake.  How did one talk to a Commodore?  Selah, with her thick repertoire of experiences, handled it nicely for them, sinking into a graceful curtsy and murmuring, “Good morning, Sir.”  They left out the curtsy, but dipped their heads respectfully and murmured something in mimicry.
 
   He didn’t seem overly concerned with protocol, to their relief.  “Good morning,” he greeted them casually.  “I trust you got a wink or two of sleep last night.  I’ve heard you’re getting along well with the men, which is a compliment, if you don’t know it.”  Closing one dark-lashed eye in a wink, he said conspiratorially, “They don’t usually take much to Northerners.”
 
   They grinned, as much at his unaffected camaraderie as his words.  In a perfectly normal voice, he said, “I’ve no doubt you got a good sampling of their tall tales…I wonder if you’d like to see what they’re really famous for?”  
 
   They looked their puzzlement as he turned to stare magisterially out to sea.  Around him, the small army of his coterie closed in expectantly.  Tension mounted in the still air.
 
   “Captain Kilchern,” he said quietly.
 
   “Yes, Sir,” a shorter (everyone except Banion was shorter) Merranic said promptly.  He, too, was wearing a beard, short and brown and so neatly trimmed it looked like it was etched onto his face.  A seafoam-green sash encircled his waist, and his broadsword, less ornate than the Commodore’s, hung underneath it. 
 
   “Beat to quarters,” the Commodore said.
 
   The captain quietly repeated this to a man with a drum strapped to his torso, sticks held poised and ready over its stretched hide.  Instantly, deep, booming drumbeats reverberated through the morning.  Gulls flew up, startled, from the booms and jars overhead, men leaped into action on deck and suddenly the sound of pounding feet and shouts were everywhere.  Fleetmen poured out of the hatches, some wiping sleep out of their eyes, some with breakfast protruding from their mouths.  Jaegor sprung out of the closest hatch like he’d been released from a spring, eyes wide and intent.
 
   They’d seen him briefly last night at dinner.  He’d eaten six steaks and a loaf of bread and retired with the other Seawolves.  Now, he was dressed in the Fleetman’s uniform of billowing blue trousers and every hair on his head was gone.
 
   “FIRESHIP!” the lookout cried from far overhead, screaming it like a tomcat was climbing up his bloomers.
 
   Loren jumped, spilling his coffee.  He and Ari shared a look of startled terror before Selah shouted laughingly over the commotion, “It’s a drill!”
 
   The captain was bellowing out a steady stream of gibberish that had Fleetmen tearing up the rigging and shimmying back down in a dizzying wave.  The booms crawled with sprinting men, ship rocking thirty yards below them as they unloosed acres of sail.  The Mermaidon leapt forward as every piece of canvas on the ship seemed to catch air, the deck suddenly composed of leagues of billowing white sheeting and skirling men.
 
   “Watch your head,” the Commodore yelled calmly, expertly ducking the big aft sail boom as it floated by.  That would have decapitated us, Ari thought with admirable clarity, and then his attention was caught by another shouting, pounding rush of men.
 
   “Come along?” the Commodore invited them, as if they were strolling through a particularly interesting bit of rose garden.  Ari noticed that even in the frantic, yelling chaos, men moved almost unconsciously out of his way.
 
   At the bow rail, several of the senior crew were pointing to the source of all the excitement.  The ‘fireship’ had been sighted.  It was the Seamoon, of course; Ari could see the light blue banner floating from her stern.  The uproar on the Mermaidon swelled like a living thing, men’s voices raised in outcry, feet doubling their pounding all over the ship.
 
   Then, the drums started again, deep and strangely ominous, thundering bassly under the shouting crew.  There was a roar from the stern that could be heard over all the other noise, and then one of the officers shouted, “Wolves in the sea, Captain!”
 
   Ari, leaning over the rail with everyone else not otherwise occupied, spotted one of the two little boats that had been in the stern.  It was coming up alongside, and fast as the Mermaidon was going, the little rowboat was lunging past her.  The drums were beating briskly now, an even, quick tempo, and amazingly, the oarstrokes in the little boat were keeping time to it.  As it passed beneath him, he could see the huge shoulder muscles of the rowers bunching and jumping as they strained to keep pace.
 
   Ahead of them, the ‘Enemy’ ship had pulled to a course straight on to them.  They were close enough that Ari could see an enormous slab of wood being lowered over each side, held out from the ship by an ingenious system of bars and pulleys.
 
   The little boats from the Mermaidon were angling now, adjusting their course to come at the fireship’s sides.  Another moment and it all came together.  The rowboats turned and swept right at the lowered planks of thick wood.  At some point, metal prows had been attached to the rowboats—you could see them clearly as they made the turn—and now they hurled right at the Enemy ship, aiming for the faux sides.
 
                    Impossibly, the decibel level on the Mermaidon had climbed, men shouting out things like, “Git ‘em, Wolves!” and “Torchin’ punch her through!” and other unprintable expressions of encouragement.  Abruptly, there was contact, the Wolves gathering themselves for one tremendous last burst of speed and plunging their deadly steel right into the planks.  The Mermaidon crew went wild, exploding with thunderous shouts and screams and roars, and Ari laughed just for the pure adrenaline rush.
 
                 But it wasn’t over.  Deftly, the bow Wolf brought his legs up, pushing with all their tremendous coiled strength so that the little rowboat popped free of the thick planking it had impaled.  It left a gaping, ragged hole that obviously simulated a breeched hull.  The boat spun agilely, whirling back to the stern of the Seamoon, which was obligingly turning broadside so the Mermaidon had a perfect view of what was happening.  Again the bow Wolf moved swiftly, securing the little boat to the side of the ship with a few quick coils of rope—Ari couldn’t see around what—and almost throwing himself up against the side of the ship.  As the other two Wolves followed, it became obvious from the way they climbed that they held stout knives or spikes or something.  They scaled the side of that ship in less time than it took to describe it, all the while the crew of the Seamoon pretending they had no idea what was going on at their stern.  What the goal was, Ari couldn’t even imagine, but the Wolves were barely on deck an instant before they were discovered and engaged, disappearing under a press of Merranic bodies.
 
                 The Mermaidon crew had finally quieted down, chuckling and talking and going back to their routine as if the fun was over.  A group of them stayed close, some of them tablemates from dinner last night, and Ari asked them, “What were they trying to do?”
 
                 He was answered readily—he didn’t think he’d ever get used to Northern aloofness again.  “Those fireship decks are packed with pots of oil and open flame, lad.  They’re lobbing fire missiles at us the whole time we’re closing, and us, well, we’re lobbing iron back at them.  Keeping ’em busy-like ’til the Wolves can cripple their ship and hopefully sneak up on deck and overturn an oil pot or two.”  He winked, baring his teeth in a ferocious grin.  “Have us a nice fireworks display, we would, then.”
 
                 “Or, in this case,” another added dryly, “we’ll get to board her—”
 
                 “And that’s good, too!” a bunch of Fleetmen joined in, in what was obviously a cherished communal goal.
 
                 The boys looked at each other.  “Do the Wolves usually survive this?” Loren asked doubtfully.
 
                 “Not usually,” about five of them said in unison.  “Wartime, we run through a powerful lot of Wolves.”
 
                 It was several minutes before the rowboats returned and the Wolves climbed back over the stern rail, making their glum way to the bow.  The Commodore, Captain, Master-at-arms, and a few others stood waiting for them, and the boys and Selah backed off a couple of yards.  Jaegor looked mad.
 
                 The Master-at-arms didn’t waste time discussing the weather. “Is this the best the quals have to offer any more?!” he bellowed at them.  He let his displeasure sink in for a second, then demanded, “Who’s chiefing the starboard boat?”
 
                 “I.”  Jaegor stepped forward, eyes snapping, mouth tight. 
 
   “Did they not teach you to wait until we’re straight on to jump to?  Don’t have the discipline to wait?  Just thinking with your brawn?” the Master shouted.  “Not only do you waste your energy trying to make up that extra distance, you run the risk of giving the Enemy plenty of time to deal with two SEPARATE targets!”  He paced in front of them, throwing his arms around with enough energy to brain a horse if they were ever to connect.  He had a huge, impressive voice, even for a Merranic.
 
                 “Your ramming was good enough, I s’pose, if that’s as much speed as you can muster!  You’d have probably been fire-lobbed out of the water at that rate, but your technique was all right—’course you had plenty of time to perfect it, at that speed!  But, really, the worst of it all was your ship-top performance.  They call it ‘dash-and-burn,’ lads, for a reason.  You’re supposed to dash. Then burn.”
 
                 “He called ‘dead’ arbitrarily!” Jaegor burst out as if he could no longer control himself.  “I was winning that knife fight!”
 
                 “YOU”RE LISTENING!” the Master thundered, looming over him instantly, in his face.  “I’m talking!  Keefas marked you dead because there were three others at your back that would’ve had you!   You’re not there to engage a ship full of Enemy—you’re there to destroy her!  Maybe you need a little fresh air to clear your empty heads, you brainless sheep!  TO THE ROPES!”
 
                 Instantly, sullenness forgotten, the six made a wild dash for the nearest rigging.  Several encouraging cheers went up from various corners of the ship.  The Wolves leaped for the network of ropes, lunging desperately upwards, shoulders and chests bulging, legs and feet hanging free.  In an unbelievable amount of time, they were far overhead, then coming in almost a free-fall back down.  They leaped off and stood panting, faces red, staring at the Master warily.  
 
                 “Well, Chief,” he half-sneered, “since you’re bent on engaging the Enemy instead of doing your job, you’re going to need some practice—” and with no more warning than that, he lunged as Jaegor’s bare belly, knife drawn.
 
                 Ari and Loren both sucked in their breath, stepping back instinctively, but the Wolf Chief was obviously in a mental place they were not.  His long knife was in his hands in time to meet the Master’s, even as he leapt back.  The sound of steel rang out across the deck, and the Northerners leaned forward in fascination as the two commenced a circling, fast-paced knife fight.  The knives were so long they were almost shortswords, but balanced different, more agile.  It was close work, the two combatants throwing punches, even grappling, while their steel flashed in the sun.
 
                 “Different, eh?” a voice rumbled in their ears.  It was Banion.  
 
                 “Faster-paced,” they agreed, then turned to lean companionably on the rail with him as the two abruptly broke off their skirmish, the Master sending the Wolves racing down the deck.
 
                 “I can’t believe this training,” Loren breathed.  “Ari and I have rowed all over the lake near my place, and we never came close to those speeds—and then to climb the side of the ship, and come back here and climb rigging…”  Ari’s shoulders burned just thinking of it.
 
                 “They did well for their first time,” Banion said approvingly.  “As long as they can improve, though, Torfanal will stay right up on ’em.”  He chuckled.  Good times, good times.
 
                 They talked casually awhile, told him about some of the tales they’d heard last night—to which he grunted.  They’d sort of hoped he’d wave them off as exaggeration, but he looked rather disturbingly disturbed and said, “It’s a shame those stories aren’t heard in the North.  It’d be easier for them to believe the Enemy is real—flesh and blood, terror and pillage real—if they remembered them.”
 
                 They stood quietly for a few minutes, full of rather dark ponderings.  Ari had to admit, the whole Ages of War thing seemed a lot less like a fairytale since he’d left Archemounte.  If war had once been, was it so impossible that it could come again?
 
                 “But,” Banion boomed out irrepressibly, “You’ve got a brave little Queen, wise for being so young and a Northerner to boot.  The Archemounte Council is about as skeptical a cynical body as you can get, too, and I’ll bet she’s having to fight every one of them to get this Kingsmeet to happen.”
 
                 “Yeah,” Loren said, just as Ari opened his mouth to ask the same thing.  “What’s a Kingsmeet?”
 
                 “An old, old ceremony,” Banion rumbled, settling his beefy arms comfortably onto the Mermaidon’s railing.  “Not long after Rach Kyle dug in at the Sheel, King Kendrick realized the Realms needed better contact than the short-lived human messengers or homing pigeons, or even the royal raptors, could provide.  He called the first meeting, in a fairly central location so no one King would have to be longer from his Realm than another.  He and Kyle were killed shortly after, and part of the ceremony that developed had to do with the bonding between constantly changing monarchs.  The whole world moved at a faster pace back then, and they just needed some better way to compare notes, plan world-wide strategies, gauge the strength of the Enemy.  Once the Peace came, the practice died out, of course, and the most recent ’Meets, almost two centuries ago, were mostly for nostalgia’s sake.”                                                                                                     “So now is a perfect time for Her Majesty to call another one…” Ari observed slowly.  Selah, so adept at remaining inconspicuous that he’d almost forgotten she was there, stirred next to him on the rail.
 
                 “Aye…except for that little detail about her being a queen, it’s ideal,” he agreed drolly.
 
                 The boys looked at him, wondering if he was going to expand on the infamous Merranic chauvinism.
 
                 “Now, don’t get me wrong,” he protested mildly, reading their minds.  “This has nothing to do with a woman’s being as good as a man, ‘twice as competent, half as distractible,’ which is probably what she’s thinking after King Kane got done with her.  But that’s not it at all.  There’ve been women leading the North for a thousand years…but not a one of them at the head of its armies.  A Kingsmeet is nothing more than a fancy war council, and women have never been war leaders.”
 
                 “I’m surprised,” Loren observed.  “With women like Cerise around…well, I’d run if I was the Enemy.”
 
                 Banion grunted.  “Times have changed.  We’ve the luxury now to think of things that never would have occurred to anyone, man or woman, born in the war years.  You’ve got to remember, the Enemy was pervasive, vicious, an unending tide of destruction.  No matter how many of them were killed, three more came to take each place.  Their greatest weapon wasn’t their steel or their skill—it was their numbers.  So, women were utterly precious to the Realms, more than money,” he added ironically, possibly for their sakes.  “More and more desperately we needed men, and women became much more than just objects of companionship or desire—they were the mothers of our warriors, the saviors of the Realms themselves.  No man in his right mind would ever countenance putting one of them at risk.”
 
                 The boys said nothing, minds on the troubled, violent heroics of the past. 
 
                 There was more drilling that afternoon, and some of the knife-wrestling, as Loren called it, then after dinner everyone came back up on deck.  It was a perfect, starry night, moon-bright and warm, with just the right amount of breeze to freshen it.  One of the Fleetmen pulled out a set of pipes and the deck turned into a laughing, stomping dance floor.  The music was light and lively—nothing like the stately, measured symphonies of the North—and almost impossible to stand still to.  Merranics whirled and leaped and stamped in time, bare feet thudding in thundering unison on the wood planks, kicking out all at once in accompaniment to great lung-bursting shouts.  Ari, trying his own rough jig in the midst of them, was suddenly awash with euphoria, encircled by dancers hanging suspended for a second against the moonlit indigo of the Merranic sky, breastbone thrumming with the current of pulsing, ecstatic, heart-soaring life.
 
                    Rodge, despite his predictions and fervent convictions to the contrary, refused to be seasick.  After two days of nothing but his own company and the relentless snores from the off-duty hammocks, he finally came out of the hold.
 
                 There was an awkward moment when he met up with Jaegor shortly afterwards.  Like the other Seawolves, Jaegor had been doing nothing but eating, sleeping, and drilling, and had lost about thirty pounds.  His big frame rippled like a Dra’s with defined muscle, but his thinned-down face was tired and his eyes empty of anything but determination.  He stared at Rodge for a minute as if trying to remember him from a far-distant past, and then he did something surprising.  He held out his big hand.
 
                 “I’m sorry for pushing you around in the Post.  Life’s too short to be angry, and I guess there’s more important things out there than my pride…”
 
                 Ari and Loren glanced at each other, shamed to the quick.  Rodge, cushioned from such inconvenient sentiment by his upbringing in Archemounte, answered, “Yeah, you were a little rough.”  Loren jabbed him ungently in the ribs.
 
                 Reluctantly, Northerner hand met Merranic.  “Don’t worry about it,” Rodge said awkwardly, taking his cue from his friends’ stony faces.  “You’re, uh, doing good things out there…”
 
                 “You’re doing good things out there?” Ari demanded in a hiss as Jaegor moved off.  “You can’t even lift one of their oars!”
 
                 “I can lift it,” Rodge said defensively.  “It was just heavier than I expected.”
 
                 It was heavier than Ari expected, too, a great, thick oaken thing that wouldn’t snap under the tremendous torque of Wolf strokes.  It wasn’t long before Ari and Loren learned how the Fleetmen stayed in such incredible condition.  The Master-at-arms caught them racing up the rigging one day, laughing because they were so clumsy, and threw them into the thick of the training.  It was a fantastic outlet for all the energy they were building up just sitting around eating the good food.  
 
   
  
 


              The rigging races, which Ari got very fast at, his chest and shoulder muscles bigger than Loren’s, were only part of it.  There were boat races, both in the water and on deck.  The rowboats were loaded down with barrels of water and odd bits of iron and steel and heavy coils of rope, then lifted and raced down the length of the deck.  Ari’s legs were so sore after his first race that he could hardly climb up out of the hold the next morning.  There were swimming races and hull-scaling, where they used heavy dirks to leverage their way up the side of the ship, knife fighting, knife throwing, wrestling, sprinting.  They ate like they’d been starved for a week, crawled into their hammocks exhausted, and were happier than they’d been in all their long months at the University combined.
 
                 Rodge had no time for any of this.
 
                 “Can you imagine this life,” he drawled one afternoon after a very successful Wolfing.
 
                 “Yeah,” Ari and Loren breathed in unison, their eyes still bright and hearts pounding from all the recent excitement.
 
                 “Running around like idiots all day, every day, no purpose in sight, no intellectual stimulation ANYWHERE,” Rodge continued disparagingly, though he’d at least learned to keep his voice down.
 
                 “I think there’s probably a purpose,” Loren said.
 
                 Rodge rolled his eyes at them.  “The Wars are over.  I see all this activity has not increased blood flow to your brains.”
 
                 “It’s almost enough,” Loren said slowly, half to himself, “to make you wish they weren’t.”
 
                 “Well, you’ve turned into quite the logical thinker,” Rodge observed scathingly.  “Do let’s go back to loved ones being hacked to pieces, children tortured, friends and neighbors set on fire—do you realize the huge advancements we’ve made once we could do something with our minds besides plan the next battle?  The worst part about those primitive Ages was the absolute absence of any kind of culture, scientific sophistication, technological development.”
 
                 “Maybe not the worst thing,” Ari commented quietly.  “A couple people died, here and there.  I’ve heard.”
 
                 “In the big picture,” Rodge, who’d just spouted the tragedy of human suffering in his own argument, said, “that’s really pretty irrelevant.  People are going to die anyway, if you think about it.”
 
                 “Sounds like Imperial wisdom being spouted over here,” Banion rumbled, lumbering up behind them.  “I can smell it all the way aft.”  Loren and Ari grinned.  Banion was about their only connection with the old group anymore.  Kai, improbably voluble, and Melkin were almost constantly in quiet conversation with the Commodore or other high-ranking officers, and Cerise and Selah had hardly been seen since that first day.
 
                 “Why don’t you ever get in on this drilling?” Loren half-teased Banion, patently relieved at a chance to change the subject.
 
                 “What?  And haul all this muscle so far away from nice, solid decking?”  He grunted in good humor.  “I’m a Knight—no ropes and water for me.  Horseback’s my element.”
 
                 “We could tell,” Rodge said sarcastically.  “Were you ever awake when you were on horseback?”
 
                 “There was nothing that needed attending to,” Banion rumbled slyly, “just some baby-sitting that could be done with my eyes closed...”
 
                 Rodge gave him a smile overflowing with false mirth.
 
                 Ari asked hastily, “Why doesn’t the Mermaidon ever take the Wolfing?  The other Seawolves have to practice, too, right?”
 
                 “Oh, there’ll be plenty of practice, don’t worry.  The Sapphire Crown’s under repairs right now—that’s why Kraemoor’s always over here—and they’re never gonna Wolf a ship he’s on.”
 
                 “Kraemoor, Kilchern, Kane,” Rodge muttered.  “Can we get some Royal Line?”
 
                 Banion’s whiskers moved in what they’d come to interpret as a smile.  “The Northerners never were very hearty breeders,” he said indulgently.
 
                 “That’s because we have more important, and cerebral, things to do,” Rodge said.
 
                 Banion’s eyes went wide in affected surprise.  “More important than Duty?” 
 
                 Rodge curled his lip and turned out to sea, there obviously being no answer to that.
 
                 “Royalty is both more respected and less pampered here than in the North,” Banion said expansively.  “Take Kraemoor, for instance.  You will not see more respect for anyone in the Realm, excepting the King.”
 
                 Privately, Ari thought that might have as much to do with the Commodore’s personal charisma as his rank.
 
                 “But, when he falls, his title goes to the man best able to replace him, not necessarily his son, or any of his family.”  Banion chewed his whiskers contentedly.  “Only the Stone Throne’s inherited.  His lands, now, the Castle of the Silver Hills, stay in his Line, just not the title.”
 
                 There was a thoughtful silence.  Loren was considering the strangeness of this—how disruptive it would be if the Archlordships of the North passed to a different noble every generation.  And how would you tell who was best at Archlording?  Rodge was thinking black thoughts best not put on paper, and Ari was thinking, irrationally, of the Commodore’s belt buckle and pennants.
 
                 “These three ships don’t belong to him, either?” he asked slowly.
 
                 “The Mermaidon’s his personal ship,” Banion allowed, “but she’ll no longer fly the Commodore flag.  The flags, the Commodore’s Belt, all these belong to the office.”
 
                 “The sword?” Loren asked in concern.
 
                 “Oh, nay, nay,” Banion said swiftly.  “No Merranic carries another’s sword—he alone has the right to pierce the silver lions.”
 
                 There was a short silence after this obscure statement, but before it could be clarified, the lookout’s cry floated down from above, “Land ho!”
 
                 The ship came alive with alertness, Fleetmen tensing up for the coming commands.  Ari could hear it in his head long before the Sailmaster bellowed, “Make sail!” and they hove to.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
                 It was as if they had sailed up into the Age of Legends.  The capital of Merrani perched on its solid, rocky headlands like a sprawling castle of old, an immense, forbidding town of heavy, dark granite, looming walls and gates, and sharp-eyed sentries.  On a bright summer day, Archemounte made your eyes squint.  Merrane made your head draw down between your shoulders and your voice drop.
 
                 Ari looked around with awe as they unloaded the horses on the big quay—roughly the same acreage as the entire town of Alene.  The huge, impregnable Black Sea Gates towered up nearby.  They were so tall they blocked the rest of the town from view, regardless of the fact that it took up quite a bit of ground all over a very steep hill.  Actually, the Gates themselves were open; it was the Sea Walls that were stretching reasonable vertical limits.  Horizontal limits, too—they literally spread as far as the eye could see in each direction, encircling the big Bay of Kaedmar that Merrane presided over. 
 
                 The Northerners stayed close to Banion as he led them through the Gates, a passage that revealed Walls a man’s length deep, and up the immediate incline of the main thoroughfare.  Just like Alene, here the streets were all narrow, steadily rising, and of tight-fit stone.  But the bright clothes and profligate flags covered a much sterner local countenance than in Alene.  The boisterous bellowing was kept to a dull roar, the buffoonery replaced by a tad more scrutiny out of those bearded faces, and the scenery dominated by intimidating leagues of solid rock.  It rose around them in buildings, walled-off courtyards, tall sentry towers.  Mastercraftsman-quality ironwork decorated every structure in sight, so finely done, often melded so beautifully with the stone, that it seemed more like greenery or a delicate, swirling painting.  The designs were so intricate that even Cerise (frowning) slowed to inspect them.
 
                 “Kaedmar One-Eye!” Loren cried.  He pointed out a statue of the Lesser Hero, easily recognizable for the incomplete set of facial features, standing grandly in someone’s small forecourt.  Cerise grimaced at the, er, exquisite detail.
 
                 But they didn’t pause in their climb until they topped out in front of another enormous curtain wall, this one with stonework so fine it looked like it was dripping off the crenellations.   A big, open space of packed dirt fronted it, currently filled with a lowing, bleating, neighing, squealing, honking cacophony of livestock.  They paused there, but not to catch their breath from the climb, or even to admire the local sights—no, Cerise’s mare had seen an apparition of her death in the form of a big, fat grey goose waddling across the road, and was going wild.
 
                 “The Shield Walls,” Banion said proudly while they waited.  “And the Gates of the Lance.”  These were folded back to the outside like the Sea Gates, but were a deep, storm cloud grey.
 
                 “Stay away, you oaf!” Cerise shouted behind them, and a big Merranic shrugged and changed the course he’d been making to help her.
 
                 “You really have a way with the indigenous peoples,” Rodge observed in warm admiration.
 
                 “That might be easier to take from someone who didn’t just finish offending an entire town,” she snapped caustically.  “MOVE!” she shouted at Banion as it became clear her mare was practically seizuring at the sensory input from all the animal life.
 
                 On the other side of the Shield Walls, the neat cobblestoned street widened briefly and forked.  Straight on, level and easy going, lay the street into town.  You could see businesses and trades and marketing progressing along in a highly domestic and admirable rate.  Off to their left, narrow and twisting and steep, the road angled up to where the great Fortress of the Sea sat high and implacable on the horizon, and within its legendary walls, the King.
 
                 Melkin sighed.  “I suppose we have to see Kane?”  
 
                 Ari stood in the crossroads for a second as everyone started uphill, feeling strangely prescient.  Maybe it was all the stone and steel and reminders of fabled past, but it seemed like it was momentous, this moment, this choice of roads.
 
                 By the time they’d finished toiling up the long hill, everyone but Kai and Ari and Loren, arguably in the best shape of their lives after playing around with the Fleetmen for a week, was heaving for breath.  There was another large area of cleared ground out in front of the final Fortress curtain wall, and a beautifully-wrought lacy archway over the gate.  Stone and metal graced the Fortress itself in gorgeous detail, far more artistic than any they’d seen yet, and more fabulous if for no other reason than there was so much of it.  The place was huge—even more striking than the Imperial Palace.  There were no silly architectural tangents or foolish greenery to break up its massive lines...in fact, they hadn’t seen so much as a blade of grass in the whole town.
 
                 Feeling a little lost in all the intimidating immenseness of the forecourt, it was almost a relief for the party to step inside and get some walls around.  Except that the Hall was also cavernous, gigantic ceiling beams so far overhead they could hardly be seen in the dimness.  The Northerners felt like they’d wandered into a giant’s hall.  The floor was of huge flagstones, and the soaring walls of big boulder-sized rock slabs were graced with a delicate décor of enormous antlered heads and yards-large stretched pelts.  Cerise was appalled—it was a woman’s decorating nightmare—and even the boys gaped open-mouthed.  Ari’s brilliant eyes almost started out of his head when he noticed the lion skin on the wall closest to him.  He nudged Loren.  Dove grey, as long as a Merranic, it hung with its stuffed head intact and its snarling mouth open in a roar.  Pale blue eyes stared fixedly at the floor and all around the fierce head flared a cloud of grey and white mane tipped with black.  They looked at each other in wonder:  a silver lion.
 
                 Out of the cavernous vastness came the sharp tap of boot heels, and they all looked up to see a neat man with a reddish beard approaching across the flagstones.  Anyone would look small silhouetted against that background, but still, he was the most modestly-sized Merranic they’d seen…almost akin to a normal human.
 
                 “Aronsen!” Banion cried.  Commoners and guards had been saluting and dipping their heads to him ever since they’d disembarked, but this was the first time he’d acknowledged anyone.
 
                 “Jarl Banion,” the man beamed when the echoes had died down.  “It’s good to have you back.”
 
                 “This is Aronsen, the Royal Steward,” Banion introduced them jovially.  The man  bowed formally in his standard Merranic dark blue and grey, then apologized, “His Majesty is on the Bench today, but he should be finished shortly.   There are, of course, rooms for your refreshment and he will join you for dinner.  If you would lead your companions to the rooms next to yours, Jarl Banion, I shall escort the young ladies.”
 
                 He commenced to bestow a smile of such admiration and deference on Cerise that the cool planes of her face lightened a little.  “It’s nice to be around people who appreciate quality,” she tossed over her shoulder at Rodge, as Aronsen led her and Selah off.
 
                 “They should appreciate you,” Rodge remarked solemnly.  “It’s obvious they love cold stone.”
 
                 Ari sighed.  “Our mal-adjusted little family’s back together again.”
 
                 “Ari,” Rodge said in surprise.  “When did you develop a sense of humor?”
 
                 Banion led them off on an acres-long tour of the Fortress, up several flights of stairs, through leagues of hallways all decorated with weapons and trophies, until they finally reached—not their rooms, he pointed those out on the way—the baths.  Apparently not an option.
 
                 Ari, never overfond of bathing, had to admit that it had a whole different appeal Merranic-style.  The Northern boys looked around in wonder, slowly stripping off their raggy, worn clothes.  Great claw-footed tubs, steaming with heat and big enough to sit with your legs stretched out, were studded around the room.  Next to each tub sat a bench to hold belongings, tankards of ale (!) and condensation-beaded pitchers of icy water for personal temperature adjustment.
 
                 Northerners stood under a fall of water to clean themselves, an efficient, time-aware activity…after all, one didn’t earn tirna sitting on one’s bare bum.  But pure, indolent pleasure stole over Ari as he lowered himself up to his armpits in the hot water.  All his new, precocious muscles unknotted and relaxed, and with the last week’s combination of sleep deprivation and vigorous activity, he felt himself drifting into a haze of somnolent delight.
 
                 Life is a contented thing buried to the pits in a bath, and he considered with new-found equanimity that his problems really weren’t that bad.  With effort, and in blessed ignorance of the tortured road ahead of him, he decided naïvely that as much as he’d enjoyed the sea, he preferred dry land…the forest, the wild critters stirring around in the underbrush…
 
                 “According to Kraemoor, there’s a good chance of seeing Whiteblades at the Kingsmeet,” Melkin growled, forcing Ari’s drifting mind off its deep intellectual path.  “Cyrrh’s a big Realm to be searching directionless for ‘answers,’” he added snidely.  He didn’t seem quite as relaxed as Ari, who wasn’t sure he could move if the Fortress was being overrun by Enemy.
 
                 “I’m surprised you could get the Commodore to talk about the Swords of Light at all,” Banion remarked sleepily.  “He has less love for Illians than I do.”
 
                 “I’m surprised you can have an intelligent conversation with ANY of these people,” Rodge muttered, sounding wet and bitter.
 
                 Banion, in the tub right next to him, yawned and casually stretched out his long, meaty arms—smacking Rodge right in the mouth.  “And I never cease to be amazed,” the Merranic remarked conversationally, “that for such a bright, promising youngster, you don’t seem to have any ability to learn.”
 
                 “I ca fil ma fess,” Rodge said pitifully.
 
   Ari cracked an eye open without much sympathy to make sure his friend wasn’t bleeding.  Next to him, Banion looked asleep, hairy chest rising like a wet rug out of his bath.  Beyond him, Melkin sat staring intently into space, ignoring the nonsense and apparently cerebrally undeterred by the paralyzing heat.  At the end of the row, Kai, bathing like he fought—quick and efficient—was already getting out.  Completely divested of clothes or weapons, he still looked deadly as a panther on the prowl.
 
   Ari’s eyes drifted closed again.  The clouds of steam he’d last seen with them open merged into clouds of mist behind his lids.  They melted away in a bright morning sun and he was laughing and running away from someone calling him.  He fell to his chubby hands and knees, burrowing into the green, sun-dappled rabbit runs in his garden where only he could go.  His heart was full of happy mischief.  He’d left something in the middle of his private playworld, and he had to get it...a toy?  his favorite blanket?  He couldn’t quite remember what it was, but it was of the utmost importance, he was sure.
 
   “Ari!” Loren said again, nudging his shoulder.  His eyes popped open.  Everyone was getting out, drying, putting on the new clothes waiting for them.  Disoriented—it had been a potent dream for all of its briefness—he did the same.  They were having dinner with the King of Merrani, and here he was caught up in toddler memories.
 
   He’d never worn a silk shirt in his life, and his rope-rough fingers caught on the fine fabric as he gingerly tucked it in.  There were new leather breeches and soft boots in his favorite color of rich brown, and the velvet burgundy overtunic was cut so that it emphasized his swelling chest.  He grinned at Loren, in blue.  They looked like princes.
 
   Their old clothes had disappeared in the convenient way of the upper classes, hopefully to be burned, Ari thought as they all trooped down the halls behind Banion.  Even Rodge looked good, in dark grey, and only Kai the same, though his black leathers shone newly on his wiry length.
 
   The girls were waiting for them around a corner indistinguishable from a dozen others, Cerise such a pale beauty in sky-blue that the boys goggled at her.  There was a year of passageways and chambers and then, finally, big double doors were opened and the King of Merrani was rising to greet them. 
 
   “Welcome to the Stone,” he rumbled in his Merranic bass.  Selah dropped instantly into a deep curtsy, legs dipping with a dancer’s grace, and Cerise stared at her in surprise.  They all did something deferential, though not as graceful, the boys nervously following Melkin’s lead.  
 
   Kane was laughing, a booming chuckle, eyes caught by Selah.  “These halls haven’t seen such graceful courtesy since the last Drama—Rise, Daughter,” he said in self-mocking theatrics, because she was still bent over, face to the floor.  “Who is this, Melkin?” he asked in that same rich voice, eyes resting on her pleasantly.  “You’ve added to your party since Sable’s sitting room.”  Cerise, ignored, glared at her servant.
 
   Melkin was staring at her, too.  “A stowaway we picked up along the way,” he said tersely, weighing her with his eyes.
 
   Ari, alone knowing her secret, smiled to himself…until he noticed Kai was still looking at her.  There was no need for that.
 
   The Merranic King was leading them into the dining room, on his arm a smug Cerise that had apparently forgiven him his inattention.  Ari scurried to follow, giving Selah a warm, proud grin as he led her in.  It wasn’t unenjoyable, the meal, despite the formality and the long table and the fact they were joined by the three eldest of Kane’s Line: Crown Prince Kierrane, and the Princesses Kilde and Katrine.  The Crown Prince became (and stayed) instantly infatuated with Cerise, who flirted professionally, while Kilde’s wide eyes dashed with delighted indecision between Loren and Ari.  Even with all the rampant royalty, there was amusing conversation, formal Merranics a dozen times more personable than informal Northerners.
 
   “Forgive the Queen’s absence,” Kane said after everyone had been seated and started in on the delicious food.  “She’s with our newest.”
 
   “How many is this?” Banion asked good-naturedly.
 
   “Twelve,” Kane said proudly, and every Northern head picked up.
 
   “They don’t have children,” Rodge hissed at Ari, “they have litters.”  Ari kicked him quiet.  
 
   “It’s just a girl,” Kane went on, and Cerise choked on her chicken, “but she’s a wee, fair thing…little Kaelwynn.”  Doting fondness fairly thrummed through his voice.  Banion chuckled at him.
 
   “Speaking of children,” the monarch said more briskly, “I’ve five sons needing wives, and you, young lady, have a steady eye.”  He was looking down the table to where the girls were sitting and Cerise smiled graciously, obviously agreeing with both his sentiment and his ambition.
 
   “You honor me, my Lord King, but I have been spoken for,” she said smoothly, dipping her glowing, pale head.
 
   King Kane raised his eyebrows, “Your pardon, Lady Cerise, but I was speaking to your young companion.”  He smiled engagingly at Selah.
 
   Cerise looked like she’d been slapped with a butter knife.  Ari didn’t hear the rest of the conversation—he was focused fiercely on Rodge’s frozen, twitching face, certain he’d burst out with something scathingly inappropriate any minute.  
 
   As the last of them sat back with satisfied sighs and a dab of napkin, Kane said, “Kierrane, perhaps our young guests would be interested in seeing the Gardens?”
 
   Everyone rose respectfully when His Majesty did, small talk starting up as Kierrane offered Cerise his arm and led the way out.  The men were going the opposite way, to a room being opened for them beyond the dining hall, the Merranics and Melkin already pulling pipes out of their pockets.  For a second Ari hesitated, then, hardly believing he dared, he squared his shoulders and went to smoke.
 
   Kane looked at him in surprise as he turned to shut the door.  
 
   “My daughters don’t please you?” he asked blankly.  Ari paused, gulping, appalled by his own temerity and the offense he’d apparently given.  Everyone turned to look at him.  Banion chuckled.
 
   Kane’s eyes were beginning to twinkle and he said confidingly, “You’re a wise man.  Kilde’s a bit…troubled…right now.”
 
   And Ari, awed, found himself shown to a big, comfortable chair and promptly sank into it as far as he could, his presence apparently accepted.  The room was lined with overflowing bookcases, big chairs, scattered tables and knick-knacks, and several wolfhounds, complete with their distinctive aroma.  It was the coziest room he’d seen yet in this place—even cozier when one of the dogs flopped companionably and painfully onto his foot.
 
   The pipes were barely lit when Kane rumbled out comfortably, “Banion’s been keeping me abreast of events, Melkin, but I’d like to hear your take on them.”  His presence filled the room, and Ari began to wonder a little wildly what in the world had made him think he belonged in a King’s council.
 
   “Most of what we’ve gotten is more questions,” Melkin said, as short-tempered as ever.  “Raemon and his unquenchable propensity for war are supposedly imprisoned in a statue, the husk of the Empress.  That’s also supposed to explain both her absence and the Five Hundred Years of Peace.  The really pressing questions, what happens when the Five Hundred years are up and when that is, are apparently beyond the knowledge of the living,” he finished with a snap.  He was in a silvery grey doublet that should have made him look grandfatherly, but instead, with his flinty eyes sparking irascibly, gave the strong impression of a rabid wolf ensnared in velvet blankets.
 
                 “If the Shepherd is accurate, the prison is near opening,” Dra Kai said, deep and quiet.  He was the only one still armed, though the blades hung free.  “Our time grows short.”
 
                 Kane nodded, eyes sharp and concerned despite the lazy rings of blue-ish smoke rising out of his pipe.
 
                 “That Statue may be an issue,” Melkin admitted blackly.  “If the forces are rising in the south, it may be because they know something we don’t…or that they’ve discovered the location of the Statue.  Or, worse, have it already.  The Shepherd hinted the Peace could come to a premature end if the Statue was broken.”
 
                 Kane slowly took the pipe from his mouth, staring at Melkin in dismay.  Finally, he said firmly, “I cannot believe we would not know it if Raemon were free.”
 
                 Slowly, the other three men nodded.  The pipe went back in the royal mouth.
 
                 “Aye,” Melkin agreed quietly.  “Aside from spinning up a new story of Montmorency that included the Empress turning into stone, that Shepherd wasn’t real helpful.”  His lip curled in derision.  “It’s the flaming Swords of Light that have all the information we need, to listen to him, but you wouldn’t have known it from the one we met in Alene.”  Which seemed an understated summary for an event that had shaken Ari to his toes.  It had been like having the door to a closed house suddenly thrown open so that sunshine streamed in.  His dreams had been startlingly intense ever since, bursting with that sense of light and laughter that was associated so closely with his childhood.  More than any actual tangible memories, it was the remembrance of that buoyant normalcy, the warm sense of belonging, that haunted him.  
 
                 “Her worthy advice was to continue our quest in Cyrrh.”  Melkin’s rough voice was almost a snarl.  Kane frowned but didn’t look surprised.  Banion had no doubt passed this little morsel on already.
 
   “After the Kingsmeet, then,” the King rumbled, then rather confusingly said, “I tried to talk her out of it.”  His voice bordered on the plaintive.  “But she’d have none of it.  The North can no more understand why a queen shouldn’t run a Kingsmeet than they do the traditional tithe to the Border Realms.  And I, I was not perhaps as firm as I should have been.  She’s barely older than my Kilde, and beautiful and prudent and thoughtful…and very strong-willed,” he finished drily.
 
                 “You’re getting soft-hearted,” Banion accused him, grinning.
 
                 “She needs a husband,” Melkin said suddenly, completely serious.  “Especially if there is to be war this generation.”
 
                 “I’m not sure a husband’s going to help,” Banion observed.  “Northerner men are rarely as strong as their women.  Perhaps someone from outside the Empire…” his eyes cut slyly to the Dra.  “You’ve not taken a mate yet, Kai…rather unusual for a Dra of your age…perhaps…?”
 
                 The Merranics grinned openly and Ari looked around the circle of faces in bewilderment.  There was a lot of humanness going on here.  Kings with guilt complexes, Drae courting Queens.
 
                 Kai, hardly the blushing type, said merely, “Perhaps more changes than just the War are coming…”
 
                 Grins faded and the King of Merrani said, “My spies say Ramshead seethes with activity.”  The other men exchanged quick looks.
 
                 “Aye,” Melkin said.  “We saw Ram but a day’s ride from the Aepont.”  Ari knew they were talking about the Addahites, knew Ramshead lay somewhere lost in the mists north of Alene, but was baffled why there was such ignorance about these people.  Spies?
 
                  “Why don’t we talk to them?” he asked without even thinking, and immediately wanted to crawl under the chair.  But Melkin answered, without a trace of impatience, “We can’t get close to them.  They’re better woodsmen even than Drae.  There probably hasn’t been a conversation with the Ram since Montmorency.”
 
   “Not just the Illians are restless,” Kai murmured, the rich timbre of his voice resonating in the small room.  “We were ambushed by over forty brigands on the Kendrick.”
 
   The pipe came out of a slack mouth as Kane raised his eyebrows, saying reprovingly to Banion, “You said nothing of this, Steelmists.”  Which was a funny nickname, Ari thought.  The Steelmists were the northern range of the Ethammer Plateau, the rough country up around Alene.
 
   Banion waved a big paw dismissively.  “It was just a little skirmish.”
 
   Kane looked at Melkin, who shrugged.  Then, so fast Ari thought he might have imagined it, Melkin’s eyes flicked to him and gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head.  Ari blinked, searching the faces opposite him for some clue to this enigmatic exchange, but they were already moving on.  Had Kane been wondering if the attack was related to the boys somehow?
 
   “What news in Merrani?” Melkin asked.
 
   “Earthquakes.”  The pipe came out of the mouth again, the storm-colored eyes above it grim in the craggy face.  “Almost half the complaints I heard on the Stone Bench today were pleas for reparations for damages.  They don’t seem to understand that the acts of the gods are out of my control.”
 
   “Why don’t you get a court system?” Melkin asked.  “Personally issuing judgments is kind of a waste of your time, don’t you think?”
 
   “It’s only one day a week.  And it keeps me in touch with the people.  Makes them feel like they’ve got access to a higher ear, so to speak.”
 
   Melkin didn’t look particularly touched, but all he said was, “We haven’t heard of any quakes in the North, though the fault line runs right through the Ethammers…”
 
   “Fault lines…aftershocks,” Kane muttered.  “You sound like the Magi.  Maybe you could talk to Perraneus while you’re here,” he suggested darkly.
 
   “I’d intended to,” Melkin answered, shrewd eyes on the King’s face.  “Why?  Is he losing his, er, sense of discretion?”
 
   “It’s lost,” Kane said shortly.  “If he challenges Vangoth openly, I’ll have no choice but to remove him from First.  I’ve already threatened him—with that and with banishment—and he’s only getting worse.”
 
   “He’s always been bold,” Banion rumbled soothingly.
 
   Kane grunted, teeth mangling his pipe stem.  “Vangoth came to me two nights ago.  He feels…Perraneus is a threat.”  The room went quiet.  Kane’s powerful voice rippled with frustration, vibrating around their little circle.  Amazement and alarm swept through Ari…such things didn’t happen in the North.  Ari couldn’t think of a single instance where Marek had spoken personally with one of his subjects, to say nothing of being personally upset at one of them.  
 
   Everyone was staring at the King of Merrani.
 
   “I love my people,” he grated out, with unapologetic (and very un-Imperial) emotion, “but I dare not cross Vangoth.”  Ari was stupefied, wondering what in the world this poor sap had done to warrant such attention, and why in the world the Merranic god would bother about it.
 
   “What did Vangoth suggest?” Banion asked cautiously, obviously leaping a mental chasm Ari was finding a touch out of reach.
 
   “Something permanent,” Kane said flatly.
 
   “I’ll talk to him,” Melkin assured him, also untroubled.  His steely eyes were thoughtful.  “We’ve some catching up to do if he’s been provoking the gods.  The Academy’s on the way out of town anyway, though it might mean pushing it to make the Kingsmeet.”
 
   Kane winced as if reminded of something.  “I was going to take him,” he admitted.  “Who better to explain the earthquakes?…I don’t suppose you, Melkin, with your ‘natural sciences’ background…?”
 
   “It would be better from a Merranic.  I’ll be presenting fables and tall tales—and probably getting my Master-ly self laughed out of the room for conspiring with the Whiteblades.”  The Merranics chuckled, the mood lifted, but the sardonic look stayed etched on Melkin’s face.
 
    From Melkin’s raging impatience the next morning, it was apparent that he was feeling the teeth of time gnawing at their heels.  They rode down the backside of the Fortress Heights early, at a distinctly brisk pace.  Fog clung heavily to the streets, protected from the sea breeze by the craggy bulk of the high ground behind them.  Glimpsed surreally through the thick mist, structures of towering, delicate stone and ghostly, empty streets lay wreathed like some forgotten land floating beyond the veil of time.
 
   It was a chatty bunch that morning, unfortunately, which Ari thought kind of ruined the mood, but at least everyone was cheerful.  A night of frank admiration hadn’t hurt Cerise’s temperament any and Loren was in veritable verbal ecstasies.  He had not only found the female companionship a pleasant change from Fleetman muscle, hair, and sweat, but the Fortress Gardens had been, apparently, a rich, lush, varied oasis of flora, a gem of greenery amongst all the stone.  He rapturized over their delights until he was reduced to reluctant silence by Rodge’s, “Marek’s moneybelt, Lor, they were trees and flowers.” 
 
   It wasn’t long before Melkin was slowing his ugly roan, and they all peered interestedly up at the Academy of the Magi, rising whimsically out of the swirling grey mist in pale, ornate stone.  Irregular abutments and towers popped up here and there all over it; compared to the city full of stern, defense-oriented (if beautifully adorned) buildings, it was almost absurdly fanciful.  Inside was just as bad.  The Northerners were convinced that if Melkin hadn’t obviously already known his way, they never would have found the second Eastern Tower, South Wing, third floor.  The hallways meandered like stream beds, the rooms sprouted off in an utterly disordered fashion, and stairwells appeared nonsensically in the middle of nowhere.  The square corner was as rare as a double tirna.  
 
   The classrooms and laboratories were familiar enough, though, with their universal scholastic sounds of dictating voices and quills on parchment…it almost made Ari nostalgic.  It was strange, now, to think of those regulated days, of knowing exactly where you were going to be at any given hour for weeks on end.
 
   At last they came to the door of the First Mage’s Tower.  Melkin knocked in a brief concession to politeness, and then proceeded to barge in.  A neat, silver-haired man was already moving to meet them, looking unperturbed at the invasion.  He had warm blue eyes that picked up the color from the deep folds of his robes and the smooth, rolling, instantly recognizable Merranic voice.
 
   “Welcome!  Welcome all.  I am Perraneus, and you are most welcome to the highest font of learning in Merrani.”  The boys glanced at Cerise, sure this would inspire commentary of some sort, but she merely gazed around benignly, flicking dust off of the crisp beige of her newly cleaned riding outfit.
 
   “Please, feel free to look around; all here is for the purpose of teaching,” the First Mage said after a short pause, his eyes already seized by the look of simmering intensity Melkin was focusing on him.  “Old friend…” he said, torn between bewilderment and amusement.  “Let us talk…”  And without further delay, which Melkin probably wouldn’t have stood for anyway, they headed into an adjoining room.  Ari, watching them, thought it more likely the two would be reversed in their respective roles of popularity.  It was Perraneus that was dignified, courteous, well-spoken, slightly stooped from carrying around that big brain, while Melkin, tall and commanding, with his caustic comments and air of barely controlled energy, seemed much more inclined to raving heresy.  
 
   At the Imperial University, the Magi had been roundly denounced as superstitious dabblers in petty magic, useless as sources of knowledge except for a few admittedly brilliant advances in astronomy and the like.  But, there was a virtual treasure trove of finely wrought mechanical wonders cluttering the room, some moving and whirring softly, some recognizable as compasses or astrolabes or telescopes.  Rodge’s face was excitedly stuck to the biggest one of these Ari had ever seen, resting grandly before the big east window.  Deserted after that one sentence of introduction, the Northerners began to rather aimlessly wander around looking at the curiosities, while Kai and Banion went over to one of the windows to have their own low-voiced conversation.  Most of the contraptions Ari couldn’t identify.  He picked up a cone-shaped device and peered into its tiny mechanical insides.  It looked so much like the earhorns old people used that he idly put it up to his ear.
 
   “—and you were the one that mentioned the Empress to begin with,” Melkin said right next to him, and he jumped, head swiveling in surprise.  But there was no one there; in fact, Melkin and Perraneus could still be seen deep in the other room, voices inaudible.
 
   Puzzled, Ari put the device back up to his ear.  “—then ‘foresee’ me some answers about this Statue,” Melkin was saying with derogatory heat.  You know what I think about your games—but this time you happened to be right.”
 
   “These are no ‘games,’ friend,” Perraneus answered, amused.  “I have been lucky enough to have been granted a great gift, a gift of foresight so sure that it makes reading the stars as uncertain as casting bones!”  He chuckled, and even Ari, not knowing him, could feel the wrongness in the sound.  There was a pause before Melkin said, low and tight, “What gift?”
 
   There was no answer, and Melkin continued, “I don’t know what you mean, but you had better lay off these inflammatory pronouncements, especially in a Realm like Merrani.  You’re walking a dangerous path, and provoking Kane—you’re going to force his hand.”
 
   “I do not fear the King, nor Vangoth,” the Mage laughed softly, and again an eerie shiver ran up the back of Ari’s neck at the sound.  It sounded suspiciously like…madness.  “And as for playing with fire, no pun intended, you’re one to talk…” Perraneus chuckled.  “Does he know?”
 
   “No,” Melkin’s voice was clipped, impatient, as if he preferred the conversation back on its previous track.  “We have bigger things on our plate than that.  We must be ready for war, if it is to come, and you will not be able to share your knowledge with a king who can’t trust you—”
 
   “Ari?”  He jumped guiltily, realizing in horror what he’d been doing, and put the horn down so quickly that Selah raised her eyebrows.  He looked absently at the beautiful conch shell she’d brought to show him, his mind whirling over what had just drifted through the earhorn.   What gift?  Was prophecy really something Magi could do?  And did who know what?
 
   Abruptly, Perraneus swept into the room and over to the big telescope, raising his gilt voice in the unmistakable tones of instruction.  Melkin followed more slowly, face glowering blackly.  Ari had the distinct impression he’d not been done with his conversation.
 
   “As I’m sure you know, the heavens can be divided up into twelve quadrants, corresponding logically with other events split into twelves,” Perraneus began saying, in such blatantly instructive tones that out of ingrained habit, Ari drew closer to listen.
 
   “This is more than coincidence,” the Mage said as everyone gathered around, his twinkling eyes and animated face devoid of any sense of distress over his talk with Melkin.  “The study of the heavens is a complex and deeply revealing discipline, giving us insight and perspective into current—and future—events.”
 
   “You mean foretelling the future?” Cerise supplied in a drawl sodden with sarcasm.
 
   The First Mage seemed unoffended.  “There are, of course, those who use it for such cheap circus tricks, but its value is much more profound for those who know its science as well as its art.  Now, if you’ll—”
 
   “So, what do the stars predict for our future?” Cerise persisted, thin lips slightly upturned with condescension.  “Master Melkin would have us believe we are tottering on the brink of war, despite the fact that there’s been peace for centuries.  Surely something that momentous should be written in your skies.”
 
   Ari blanched, sure he would never have dared mockery with Melkin a lowering thundercloud nearby.  Perraneus took the question with disturbing gravity, the animated sparkle fading from his face and his whole body going still.  He didn’t speak for several long seconds, clasped hands hidden beneath the deep cowls of his sleeves and the fabric glimmering where bits of gold were strewn through it.  
 
   Eyes glittering oddly, he said in a different voice, “You are very right…Uranus is in Scorpio right now, a very rare event that presages great, and violent, upheaval.  It is one of the many indicators that make us believe things are changing, and perhaps not for the good…”
 
   Ari felt another chill creep up his spine.  Uneasy, he looked away, his eye happening to fall on Melkin, and he blinked in surprise.  Instead of the dark glower he’d expected to see, the Master’s face had an inexplicable look of searing, intense curiosity.  He was staring hard at something on Perraneus’s big, cluttered desk, and Ari followed his gaze.
 
   It was immediately obvious what had captivated him; Ari felt his eyes almost seized by it as they drifted over the messy work surface.  It stood out from the papers and odd objects with a darkly fascinating clarity, a beautifully worked trinket box of bronze with a dark, rounded jewel set in its top.  In this room full of practical and sterile science, it seemed to almost seethe with artistic life, with a kind of morbid beauty.  Ari didn’t know why he would get such a feeling of blackness from such airy, lovely artistry, but then something happened that drove any objective analysis out of his mind.  In the dark, faceted opacity of the big jewel, a light gleamed suddenly, an oily, reddish light that was gone as soon as it appeared.
 
   Fascinated, not believing he’d really seen it, Ari took a step toward it—
 
   And the floor began to tremble.  Surprised, he looked down.  The stones were solid enough, but even as he looked, the whole thing seemed to shudder and blur under his eyes.
 
   Around him, the group was exclaiming, Rodge yelping, Cerise strident.
 
   “Earthquake,” Perraneus warned, voice low-pitched and unpanicked.  “Get against a wall.”
 
   Everyone scrambled, uncoordinated in a shifting world, across the room to grab a piece of wall.  Stones began to rasp and grate as they moved against each other, and dust sifted down in a thick screen from the ceiling.  Ari’s heart was pounding.  What if the ceiling gave way?  What if the FLOOR gave way?
 
   He’d barely had time to run through a set of catastrophes when all motion ceased.  Dust settled.  A deep, wary silence descended.  Several people started to cough, and Ari peered anxiously through the murky air, looking for the members of the party.  Down the curved wall a good space, he could see Kai, his black hair and broad, well-muscled shoulders piled with dust.  He was spread protectively over a small person, and with a start, Ari recognized Selah.  She was  standing quietly mere inches under him, staring very seriously up into his face.  Ari rose abruptly from his crouch against the wall, earthquake forgotten.
 
   “Everyone out.  Get downstairs.  The aftershocks can be worse than the original quake, and the tower is the last place you want to be for that,” Perraneus instructed, still calm.  There was a relatively mad rush for the door, and Ari was grabbed by Loren before he could get any ideas of his own.  He didn’t see Selah until they were outside, the halls clogged with the rush of students and the press bearing him out like a wave in the sea.  She found him out there, coming up to him with a reassuring smile.  He took her hand.
 
   With common purpose and no need for discussion, they all made their way to the stables, where Melkin and Cerise were already leading the horses out.  
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” Melkin said needlessly, and even Banion mounted with an impressive rapidity.  They rode, away from the Academy of Magi, away from the distressing trembling of the very foundation of their world, away from the unsettling predictions of an out-of-favor Mage.  
 
   And the box on Perraneus’ desk was forgotten for many long months.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   The capital of Merrani seemed to go on forever, but finally the last dribbles of stone buildings had faded behind them and the wide open road stretched out under the summer sun.  The earthquake was forgotten, swept away by the brisk breeze off the ocean, and burned off by the brightness of midday.  Before them, the road alternated between dense patches of evergreens and rocky, windswept plateau where the Eastern Sea could be seen glistening all the way to the horizon.
 
   Merrani was literally composed of the Ethammers, a granite plateau riddled with peaks more rough than tall, clumped with firs and pines and cleared occasionally by small croftholders.  Loren, heir to Harthunters, pointed out the poor soil and stunty crops with a jaundiced eye as they passed.  The scenery was not near as grand as the Wilds, neither trees nor hills invoking that sense of soaring magnificence, but the smell of the sea, the intermittent beckoning of its dazzling expanse, the bright crowds of wildflowers and brilliant sun, all eased Ari’s tenseness.  He began to enjoy their adventure again.
 
   “Cerise,” Melkin directed when they were a few moments out, “take rearguard.”
 
   Her chin rose proudly and she quickly turned her horse, the mare’s white stockings flashing in the sun.
 
   “That means we’re in no danger,” Rodge observed as she passed.
 
   “You’re just jealous.”  She shot him a haughty look.
 
   “Oh, yes, please let me eat dust and get attacked and snatched up by pursuit from behind,” Rodge answered, rolling his eyes.
 
   “I thought there was no danger,” she tossed over her shoulder.
 
   Banion had passed to the front of the group and he and Melkin rode close, talking.  Kai, striding effortlessly alongside, occasionally tossed a comment up to the two.  Ari almost burned with curiosity, aching to join them.  
 
   Then Selah rode up next to him, and he forgot they existed.  Kane had given her a pretty little bay, as well as outfitted them all in traveling clothes (he could get used to being clothed by royalty once a month), and they rode companionably, chatting and pointing out exceptional bits of Merrani to each other.  
 
   The road was easy, the weather held fair, and, truthfully, it felt good to be back in the saddle again.  They’d been riding south for several days before they dropped off the heights and down into a little valley.  Ahead of them, the road flattened out for almost a league, and they could see the big dust cloud of an approaching party.
 
   “Knights,” Banion said, reining in his big horse.  He’d changed out the plowhorse for something a little more dignified and, improbably, larger yet.  Ari and Loren shared a glance, then looked avidly toward the dust, straining for their first glimpse of armor or lance.  Real Merranic Knights…
 
   “Can you make out who it is?” Melkin growled, keeping his own excitement under admirable control.
 
   Banion shook his head.  “Not yet, though it’s at least a chevric, with that guidon, and a full half-steeding behind him…moving fast,” he trailed off, sounding surprised.
 
   They were flat out running.  Ari could see it as the strangers quickly drew closer, and a vague sense of unease filtered through his eagerness.  Suddenly, he recognized the flag streaming out in front:  pale turquoise-green, the silver lion in the center looking like it was dancing as the fabric was tossed in the wind.  From the Silver Hills?
 
   Banion stepped into the middle of the road—bravely, considering the mass of men and metal hurtling towards him—holding up his hand authoritatively.  They had to pull back noticeably to check themselves, but they did it.  And as they came to a stop and the dust stilled, the boys’ mouths drifted open in wordless awe.
 
   Five columns abreast, ten deep, of champing, foaming warsteeds, each larger than Banion’s big mount by a good hand, stood prancing restlessly in formation.  The fine, long hairs of their manes and tails and fetlocks stirred and floated in the stiff breeze, playing around the powerful necks and gleaming flanks and legs.  And on their backs, in full armor, sat Knights of Merrani, visors down, lances gripped in rigid metal hands, sun glancing brilliant off polished steel.  
 
    They loomed over the awed Northerners, the world full of their lathered, sweaty scent, the stamping of huge hooves, the jangling of a half-hundred fine harnesses.  In front, the leader crashed a steel gauntlet into his breastplate, making them all jump, and snapped his visor open.
 
   “My lord Steelmists,” he panted in surprise.  Under him, his huge black charger, chest heaving, pawed restlessly at the ground, his steel-shod hooves the diameter of a dinner plate.
 
   “Finnansterne,” Banion said in clipped military tones.  “What passes?”
 
   “My lord,” he said, and then his sweating face crumpled in a suspiciously overwrought way.
 
   “Report, Chevric!” Banion snapped in a tone that made Ari straighten reflexively in his saddle.  It also seemed to quell any inappropriate emotion in the Knight.  
 
   “My lord,” he began again, with considerably more firmness, “we’ve been riding all night.  The Castle of the Silver Hills is besieged—by Mohrgs.”  A touch of terror crept through the professionalism, not very comforting to the Northerner contingent of Melkin’s party.  “I took half my Steeding and made a break for it to bear news and beg reinforcements from the King.”
 
   “Go,” Banion commanded instantly, “Ride.”  He yanked his horse out of the way and Finnansterne clanged a salute, throwing his visor down.  The column leaped into motion after him as he thundered ponderously back into a gallop.  As they flowed past, Ari could see, even through the rising dust, that some of the bright armor was dented and battered.  Several Knights wore bandages and the great Warsteeds were scraped and marred with dried blood along their sides and legs, the rich caparisons of silver and seagreen torn and dirty.
 
   “I’m going to take this as a bad sign,” Rodge observed as silence settled with the dust.  “No star-gazing needed.”  Ari glanced at him.  He was as skinny as ever, but neither pale nor shaking.
 
   After the pounding reverberation and the choking, blinding dust of several hundred hooves, the road was very empty once they’d gone.  The sun didn’t seem nearly so bright, the breeze had a bite, and the specter of the Chevric’s report hung in the air.  They all gathered worriedly around Banion, who was sharing glances with the other men.
 
   “Our route passes nowhere near Kraemoor’s Castle,” he said slowly into the weighty silence.
 
   “If the Mohrgs are out and in enough numbers and bad enough tempers to attack fifty mounted Knights, I want to be nowhere near the Silver Hills,” Melkin snapped.  Flawless reasoning, Ari soundlessly agreed.
 
   “So,” Rodge said conversationally, “what are Mohrgs?”
 
   “There is a cut-off, the little used path just at the edge of the Hills,” Kai said quietly.  Melkin met his eyes, nodding without expression when he added, “It is our only choice if we wish to make the Kingsmeet.”
 
   They looked to Banion, who said, “If we push the horses, we should be through the foothills by nightfall.”
 
   “Alright,” Melkin grated out.  “Stay together.”  He turned his long-legged roan sharply.  They all took off after him as he sprang into a gallop, inspired by visions of imagined monsters probably much worse than any reality.
 
   Ari glanced back once, wondering about Kai, but he’d disappeared into the tree line.  A short time later, when Melkin drew the panting, blowing horses down to a walk, he saw him flitting past and shook his head in amazement.  Once the horses had settled into their pace, as if on an unseen signal, the Northerners all drew close around Banion.
 
   “So,” Cerise suggested bitingly, “Perhaps some answers.”
 
   Banion sighed, and took a swig of water from his waterskin.  “The Hills of the Silver Lions are kind of a wild place,” he admitted.  “They say there’s still leftover magic there from the Upheaval, when the gods created men and beasts.  You’ll find strange things there—creatures the wrong color, unicorns, and sometimes, animals gone bad.  It’s the only place outside the White Wastes you’ll find Warwolves—”
 
   “Wait, what about these animals gone bad?” Rodge interrupted.
 
   Banion hesitated.  “That’d be the Mohrgs.  The rest have pretty much been hunted off…they say there used to be Wolven—” Melkin shot him a quick glance of alarm, and he added hastily, “but there haven’t been any of those seen for centuries.” 
 
   “WHAT,” four voices said almost in unison, “are Mohrgs?”
 
   “They’re like wild boars,” Banion finally said, resigned.  “Only plated, with a rim of horn protruding up behind their heads and yard-long tusks.  They’re very aggressive, and every once in a while you’ll hear of a lone traveler being gored.  Fortunately, they usually travel in small groups and don’t attack unless provoked.”
 
   “So, it’s pretty unusual for a large herd to attack, say, a castle?” Loren prompted.
 
   “Very,” Banion said, trying without success to sound blasé.
 
   They ran again for a while, then, and when next Melkin pulled them back to a walk, pacing the horses, Ari asked, “Why did he call you Steelmists?  I thought you were the Jarl of Ransok?”
 
   “That’s my personal title.  Steelmists refers to my, er, job title.”
 
   “And what exactly is your job?” Rodge asked sarcastically.
 
   Banion’s whiskery face moved into his wolfish grin. “Making war,” he growled.  The grin faded and he muttered dolefully, “Temporarily unemployed.”
 
   They rode straight through lunch—with no complaints—and the talk dwindled as the tension mounted.  They were, it had occurred to them all, running full speed straight towards a nightmare.  By early afternoon, they had topped out on a little rise and could make out what was surely the Silver Hills beginning to rise in front of them.  They were pretty to look at, all covered in pale green foliage and silvery grasses, white birch trunks gleaming out of the thick, sage-colored undergrowth.  They could see a narrow road cutting off to the west, skirting the Hills and disappearing into a copse of blue spruce. 
 
   Dra Kai, whom they hadn’t seen in hours, stepped calmly out of the trees as they approached the intersection.  His rolling brown muscles were coated with sweat, waistband soaked with it, and though he wore the same expression he had in Kane’s smoking room, Ari could feel the difference from several yards away.  He was taut as a drawn bow, feral and intense.  He said nothing, merely shook his head at Melkin’s inquiring glance.
 
   “Keep it quiet,” Melkin said unnecessarily, and turned down a rough, narrow track too uneven for galloping.  Banion rode next to him, looking considerably more dangerous when he wasn’t snoring.  Nervously, Ari moved the brown between Selah and the Hills, rigorously scanning the underbrush and smiling encouragingly in alternating cycles.  Kai stayed close now, ranging back and forth in the Hills off to their left and flushing small game with his roaming—which made them jump in their saddles no matter how many times it happened.  Tension sat heavily, tightening shoulder muscles, cramping legs where they gripped the horses so hard, drying eyeballs from the constant staring into the Hills.
 
   It was a shame, because it was stunning country.  Sometimes the two sides of their path stood out in dramatic contrast: on the left, the pale, feathery underbrush, long silver-green grass and crystal-clear streams tripping over white stones, and on their right, the black rock, thin, sandy soil and scraggly larch and pine.  The offended wildlife running from Kai’s boots was several shades lighter as well, bunnies a pretty, pale beige, big squirrels so light a grey they looked white in the sun.
 
   But it didn’t get really strange until they rounded a sharp turn in the boulder-strewn trail—and came face to face with a huge, brilliant white tree.  Ari had been in and around the woods his entire life, and he knew that it was an oak…but the trunk was as white as a birch, the leaves looked covered in snow, and the budding acorns were a weird, flesh-colored pink.
 
   “The White Oak,” Banion turned and whispered proudly, as if it was a Merranic landmark.  Ari and Selah shared a glance.  Original.  It was ghostly beautiful, though, and he turned several times to look back at it.
 
   The sun was far down on the horizon when Banion finally stopped them.  The rough track they were on had gotten narrower and more clogged with pebbles and rocks the farther west they’d gone.  The footing was tricky, and the horses, already out of shape from all their penned-up time onboard ship, were so tired they didn’t even bother to spook anymore.  In fact, they were barely awake when Banion finally brought them all to a stop for the night in front of a big cave.
 
   Sunk into the rock of the Ethammers, it was apparently a popular stopover; there was a well-established firepit set a good ways into the interior and even a nice stockpile of cut wood piled nearby.  They fell wearily into preparing camp, Ari gathering up armfuls of pine-needles for Selah’s bed and throwing his greatcloak over the top of it.  Feeling almost rabidly protective, he scraped out a hollow in the sandy soil between her and the cave entrance for himself.
 
   They lingered over the campfire despite their fatigue that night, reveling in the security of the cave, the lack of abnormal creatures around, the comfort of their well-habituated presence to each other.  Selah’s cooking had never tasted so good.  Finally, everyone bedded down, but Ari still couldn’t sleep.  A tiny part of him, to be honest, wouldn’t mind a Mohrg attack, and that faint and irrational hope was inspiring just enough adrenaline to keep him awake.  Finally giving up, he rose and made his way to the cave mouth to see if he could relieve Kai.  
 
   The Dra was almost invisible in the moon shadows, but when Ari finally picked him out and offered to take his watch, he noticed he was wet.  Dripping, even.  “You bathed,” he said in whispered surprise.
 
   Kai’s eyes glittered as they turned briefly to acknowledge him.  “Humans have an unmistakable scent,” he said in a voice like leaves rustling in the wind.  “Most animals in the wild run from it…but not all.”
 
   Ari stared at him.  His and Loren’s forays into the wilderness were excuses NOT to bathe.  Then the import of what the Dra had said sunk in and he gave a little thrill of a shiver.  “This place feels like it’s from a different world,” he said, hushed.  It was hardly the right time for conversation, but, then, it was hardly believable that the reticent Dra was having one.
 
   “They say that this was once the site of Ethlond.”
 
   Ethlond?  The Ethlond…of First Settlement fame?  He thought about that for a moment, of all the things he’d learned over the past few weeks, finally muttering half in disgust, “How does a god lose control of his creation?”
 
   Kai’s keen ears caught it.  “It is said that Laschald was the most gifted with creation, that Vangoth had…a heavy hand.  Lacked some of the fine tuning.”
 
   “That would explain the Merranics,” Ari whispered without thinking, and a quicksilver look passed fleetingly over the hawk-like features of the Dra.  Astonished, Ari hissed, “You laughed!”
 
   Kai shrugged, expressionless as ever, and then did something Ari would never forget.  He clapped him briefly on the shoulder with a hand heavy as iron, whispered, “Wake Banion in two hours,” and glided silently into the cave.  Ari stood motionless, speechless, eyes full of moonlight, chest swelling with pride.
 
   And he was exhausted the next morning.  Nobody slept well, judging from the sour silence at breakfast, and more than Rodge groaned as they all mounted up.  They’d been out of the saddle long enough that the intensity of yesterday’s ride was causing a whole chorus of muscle complaints.  
 
   Within the hour, the trail was widening and flattening as it came down off of the high ground, pleasant broadleaf trees taking the place of the prickly, pungent evergreens.  Tekkara, Cerise’s mare, possibly the only one with enough energy for it, took a notion and spooked, tossing her head with a squeal and half-rearing.  Easily the best horseman among them, Cerise rode it out with irritated expertise while the boys rolled their eyes.  The other horses moved uneasily, like siblings watching a spoiled sister throw a tantrum.  Ari turned away, lack of sleep making him cranky and intolerant…and so he was the only one that saw it.
 
   There was no warning, nothing to raise alarm except the nervous mare.  But as he looked, the empty trail ahead of them suddenly filled with a creature that defied comprehension.  He got only the impression of immensity, of gaping, snarling, fanged jaws and huge golden eyes, a sleek, four-legged missile of madness speeding right towards them.  Before his mind could even register what it saw, the huge, hairy form lunged forward, utterly silent—and leaped, easily topping the height of a horse’s back.  Kai, somehow sensing the menace, whirled, moving so fast the eye could barely follow him.  He drew his sword and lunged sideways in time to impale the creature’s chest to the hilt as it leaped past him.
 
   It happened so fast, Ari’s mind was still numb.  The horses went wild at the sight and smell of what was obviously a predator just dropping out of the sky.  Kai was knocked down by the impetus of that enormous body, and it was several minutes before anyone could quiet their mounts enough to get to him.  By that time, the Dra had extricated himself from the still mound of corpse and was standing looking down at it thoughtfully, as unconcerned as if he’d just snared a rabbit for dinner.  Melkin rushed over to him—or rather the creature, as he completely ignored Kai and knelt quickly at the beast’s side, placing a fearless hand on the big chest.
 
   “What is it?” Rodge demanded shakily.  “One of those mutations the gods misread the recipe on?”
 
   “No,” Melkin’s voice was quiet and cold as stone.  There was a long pause.  “It’s a completely normal, healthy…Warwolf.”  He was checking the eyes, the teeth, running his hand over the great head, as big as a horse’s, with a scientist’s sure hand.  Everyone else just stared.  Even dead, it was magnificent, a ghost of legend from the Ages of War.  It was the semblance of the woodland wolves one caught glimpses of around Harthunters, but its paws were the same size as Ari’s spread hand, the coat a thick, rough brindle of white and grey, the canines in that row of gleaming teeth the thickness of his finger.  Standing, it would probably be almost as tall as Rodge’s pony.
 
   “Your shoulder,” Selah said quietly into the awed silence.  Everyone looked at Kai, and saw immediately his left shoulder had been grossly displaced by the impact it had absorbed from the hundreds of pounds of leaping lupus.  She moved purposefully over to him, and as one they all turned away.
 
   “Ugh,” Rodge said weakly at the muted pop of its replacement.  “At least it’s not your sword arm,” he said absurdly, trying to sound staunch.
 
   “That’s the only kind Drae have,” Loren hissed at him.
 
   It took several of them to drag the massive beast into the underbrush.  Melkin wordlessly handed Kai’s blade back to him as soon as Selah had finished slinging the Dra’s arm, and a strange, meaningful look passed between the two men.  Soberly, they all remounted, Tekkara throwing her head up and down as if to say, “I tried to warn you.”
 
   For a moment, staring down the trail where it had just happened, Ari seemed to see it all again.  With it safely dispatched and in the bushes, he could spare a little admiration for the pure predatory power of the beast.  Airborne, it had leapt so high that it could have soared over Banion, even on that towering horse of his.  The wolf had bypassed both him and Melkin, though…something scrabbled madly at the back of Ari’s mind, like this wasn’t quite right.  But, then, they’d just been attacked by a Warwolf, while running from Mohrgs, through countryside washed of anything even resembling natural color—nothing about this was right. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   Within a few days, they’d come down out of the last of the Ethammers, called the Bitterns here at their southern end, and out into the golden Imperial summer on the plains of Daphene.  The rough, ribbed track of the past few days met up with the sharply demarcated Southern Way, a no-nonsense hard-surface road capable of conducting proper business all the way to the Dragonspine of Cyrrh, if so desired.  Golden fields of grain, hops, and the famous Imperial vineyards stretched endlessly away to their north, while close by to the south sparkled the great, broad Daroe River.
 
   Ari, now in the opposite corner of the Empire from Harthunters and Archemounte, who had never seen the country in his life, still felt like he knew it intimately.  They’d studied it in Geography, History, Natural Sciences with Melkin, and most importantly, Economics.  University students took a Business or Economics course every single term, and the Daroe had been in all of them:  the beloved, all-important, sole trade artery from Cyrrh.
 
   Like they’d passed through a gate, normalcy settled almost instantly over the group, tensions dissolved, easy chatter started up.  Ari (and possibly Banion) was the only one not thrilled to be back in the North. Looking around, he felt hemmed in by the placidity, oppressed by that undefined sense, that unease, of a job never done—part and parcel of Northern mentality.  There was no room to stretch, to grow, to fly here…and no ground for a man without roots.
 
   “There’s nothing for me here,” he admitted to Selah when they stopped for lunch.  She had joined him on the raised bank of the Daroe, away from the rest of the group, and sank down beside him as he squatted despondently in the tall, gold-green grass by the river.  Crickets talked all around them, and the peaceful chuckling of the Daroe made a soft symphony in the background.
 
   “You don’t have to live here,” she said practically.  He glanced at her, lightening a little.  “The Wilds…” he murmured.
 
   “Or Cyrrh,” she said playfully, but he didn’t hear, taken by surprise at how near she’d settled.  How near her face was to his.  By the smooth curve of her cheek, the rich tendrils of hair beginning to curl around her face, the warm, understanding eyes.  In the bright midday sun, he realized for the first time that those eyes weren’t black at all.  There was green there, a deep, forest green, like a shadowed evergreen glade shot with a sunbeam…
 
   “Ari!” she laughed, putting a hand on his chest in protest.  He started, embarrassed to realize he was somehow inches from her face and falling closer all the time.  His face heated under the deep tan.
 
   She was talking again, as composed as ever.  “—of places that you don’t need a reference to start out.  It’s just that the trades you know—the rural farmers, the landed gentry, the politics of Archemounte—none of these seem like possibilities.”
 
   “I’m not even interested in any of them,” he said, flustered awkwardness evaporating in the face of that familiar, lonely despair that had haunted him off and on over the past several months.  Since Loren’s mother had forcibly brought to his attention that he was a useless parasite, to be exact.  Nothing was worse to a Northerner than an unproductive member of society, especially one that was an empty vacuum, sucking up coin.  In addition, so private that Ari wouldn’t even bring it into his consciousness, was the deep hole that his groundless past could never fill.  Loren could trace his heritage back twenty generations.  Harthunters family gatherings overflowed the entire estate.  His family was huge, full of characters, trials, sagas…life.  Ari had nothing and nobody except barely remembered memories.
 
   And here, back in the North, it was virtually impossible to forget.
 
   It would have taken more dedication to glumness than Ari possessed, however, to stay morose in the agrarian southern Empire in the middle of summer.  Brilliant blue skies arched overhead, the ground swept away in every direction in folds of golden green, and birds swooped and sang through the air as if their little bird brains would explode from happiness.
 
   Rodge was positively frolicsome, he was so happy to be out of Merrani, and Ari felt his spirits rising in spite of himself.  They were going to a Kingsmeet.  There’d probably be Rach and Cyrrhideans there, and then, if Melkin didn’t send them home…maybe Cyrrh, like a magic gold carrot dangling enticingly just out of reach.
 
   It was hot in the southern Empire and soon they were riding along in just their blouses, tails loose in their waistbands and billowing in the brief, welcome breezes.  Banion was in the rear again, and without his cloak sat like a vast, inanimate, blue-grey pile of hairy laundry.  That occasionally snored.  Even the increasing congestion on the road—and the nearby river—didn’t seem to be able to keep him awake.  Ships in full sail passed regularly, incongruous amongst all the fields of grain, one of them no doubt holding King Kane.  Banion, in a rare moment of consciousness, informed them that the Sapphire Crown was too deep-keeled for the Daroe and that Kane would be in a merchant vessel.
 
   Lodgings proved to be almost impossible to find, unfortunately, as a direct result of the concentrated migration to the Kingsmeet.  After trying several small towns and finding nothing, for any price, they ended up camping out again that night.  Even the roadside meadows were littered heavily with fellow travelers, the air thick with the anticipatory excitement of a big fest.  
 
   The night air was impossibly balmy as they settled into a corner of a grassy clearing, the thumbnail moon hanging lazily on its back in a star-sprinkled sky, the energetic chirruping of frog courtship surrounding them with its summer chorus.
 
   The boys tussled around in the grass, just because they were breathing, while Selah cooked up something tantalizing over the little fire.  She smiled warmly at Ari when he came to the fire, which he assumed was his natural charm—until she laughingly withdrew an entire dandelion, roots, stem, and flower, from his mussed hair.  
 
   “It’s getting long,” she noted, smoothing the thick mass that was glowing molten red in the ruddy light from the fire.  He thought his heart was going to beat right out of his chest.
 
   She went back to the fire, dishing up, and Ari noticed Rodge and Loren staring at him with bright interest.
 
   Hurriedly, he said, “What is it that Perraneus has done that’s so bad?”
 
   Melkin scowled at his dinner, as if finding fault with the lentils, and as usual it was Banion that answered.  He finished his bite, roughly a quarter of the contents of his bowl, and said, “I think he’s always been sort of dependent on his soft speech and tremendous knowledge to protect him…he’s valuable to Kane, and he knows it.”
 
   “But what’s his crime?” Ari persisted.  He’d angered a god.  Maybe it was just Ari, but that seemed like a big deal, something one should try and avoid.
 
   “He can’t keep his mouth shut, is his crime,” Melkin growled.
 
   Banion said, as if smoothing things over, “He’s pretty accurate with his foretelling, especially lately, in a way that Merrani hasn’t seen in a long time.  That’s its own issue, causing its own little maelstrom of adherents and opponents and accusations and endorsements, but then, recently, he began with this…disrespect for the gods, implying a certain ineptitude, a powerlessness…”
 
   “There’s not much implying,” Melkin corrected waspishly.  “He’s pretty much come out and said as much.”
 
   Ari pondered as he ate.  That’s exactly what he’d been stewing about these past few weeks, the imperfection of the gods.  He’d thought it was just his new-found memory that he was Illian that had made him so contemptuous, and them so unsatisfactory.  He wanted to ask more about the mysterious conversation he’d overheard in the Mage’s Tower, but that might have been a little difficult to explain.
 
   “I don’t suppose Perraneus said anything, er, relevant, in your talk with him?” Banion asked casually, as if he’d read Ari’s mind.  “Like where the Statue might be?  Anything about the Peace? Perhaps a hint or two about the end of the world?”
 
   “We don’t seriously, seriously, think Raemon is imprisoned in a statue,” Rodge said breezily.
 
   “I’m not concerned with what WE think,” Melkin snapped at him.  “I’m worried about what the Enemy thinks.  If the Sheel bubbles over with war-hungry Sheelmen because they’ve smashed this Statue and are convinced Raemon is howling through time and space to join them—well, it doesn’t really matter what WE think.”
 
   “Maybe it’s all a plan made up by the Empress eons ago,” Rodge rattled on, undeterred and shamelessly happy to be on Northern soil.  “In order to let the Whiteblades move freely around Realms torn by the anguished thought of war, converting everyone to Il—”
 
   “You don’t believe in the Empress,” Loren reminded him absently, peering with tremendous interest at the dessert Selah was piecing together.
 
   “Seal your ignorant lips,” Melkin raged at him in a hiss.  “You’re babbling like a cretin with that incompetent brain of yours.”
 
   “What?” Rodge asked innocently, its own kind of bravery in the face of Melkin’s wrathful scowl.  “The Empress?  Well, then instruct me.  What exactly do we know about her, anyway?”
 
   Melkin looked like he wanted to finish off what their intruder had started in Archemounte.  Rodge turned to beseech the storyteller of the group and Banion stared back at him, deadpan.
 
   Ari felt a breathless hope warring with his disgust at Rodge…everyone knew very well that little to nothing could be said about her.  She was a shadow, more ancient, more mysterious than any of the Whiteblades, name the embodiment of legend. 
 
   Banion finally gave a reluctant shrug, admitting gruffly, “No one knows.  She’s been gone so long even the fact that she existed is barely remembered.”
 
   “Why the ‘Empress?’” Loren asked, stuffing the caramelized dessert into his mouth.  “That’s kind of boring…”
 
   Banion looked at him with dry disgust.  “Because she was supposedly concerned with all the Realms and more powerful than any of their rulers.  In her heyday, it was just Merrani, the City of the Seven Falls in Cyrrh, Archemounte, a few isolated, scattered towns in the North, and the Rach running crazily all over the border with the Sheel …the North hadn’t adopted their peculiar, grandiose affectation of being an “empire” yet.”
 
   Rodge pretended outrage, mouth (thankfully) too full to properly express it.  
 
   The group went quiet while the last of dinner was consumed, then Rodge and Loren wandered off to talk to a couple girls, Selah gathered the dishes and headed to the Daroe, and Cerise marched importantly across the meadow, bent on the correction of improper camping techniques.
 
   “So,” Ari said, hardly daring to believe he had Banion virtually to himself, “why don’t you hold the Empress in as much disdain as you do the Swords of Light?”  Banion looked up from tamping his pipe.  He exchanged a look with Melkin.  “You’re rather an astute young man, Ari.”
 
   Ari just stared at him expectantly, determined to dig out as much story as possible in the next few minutes.
 
   “Well, for one thing, she’s not still around tormenting us.  The young women styling themselves ‘Whiteblades’ are still a religious nuisance.”  He lit the pipe after this hardly novel observation, fragrant smoke drifting into the beautiful summer evening.  “But to be truthful, the role of the Empress in legend—from what I know of it—was never really evangelism.  Don’t get me wrong—there was plenty of conversion.  Without her and the Swords of Light, the cult of Il would probably have stayed an almost unknown religious aberration, relegated to the far reaches of the High Wastes.  But her main goal, from what I understand, was more adviser to the Realms.  She was driven by the politics of the times, and the times were black and full of endless fighting.  Stories of the Empress are set smack in the Ages of War, as they went from dark to darker.  The Ramparts were nowhere near intact back then, so Sheelmen regularly overran the southern defenses, as well as leaking through all the other points of the compass.”
 
   “In fact, that’s how the Swords of Light supposedly started.”  He waved a big paw vaguely at the velvety countryside around them.  “The Empress was so dismayed at the regular devastation suffered by the common people, so dissatisfied at the inadequate protection provided by the formal militaries, she thought there was a need for a sort of roving guerrilla force just for them.  She was right,” he allowed.  “The Realms were losing ground when it came to feeding themselves—all the crops kept getting burned—and when it came to producing enough soldiers to defend themselves—those kept getting burned, too.”
 
   Loren came back and flopped companionably down next to Ari in time to hear that last.  “The days when every man was a warrior,” he said dreamily.
 
   “If they survived to reach manhood,” Banion said dryly.  “It was considerably more desperate than it was romantic.  That’s why Empress and Ivory are all women.  Every male that reached fourteen, thirteen, even twelve sometimes, immediately went to join a military.”
 
   “Bet the Merranics didn’t mind the Whiteblades back then,” Loren said mischievously.
 
   “They were useful back then,” Banion sallied.
 
   “What happened?” Ari pressed.
 
   “The Peace came and they turned into a proselytizing scourge—” Banion began heatedly.
 
   “No, I mean with the forming of the Whiteblades.  First there were the Swords of Mercy, right?” Ari said hurriedly, foreseeing distraction.
 
   Banion stared at him.  “You know this.”
 
   He felt Melkin’s eyes boring into him, and Selah, who’d come back from the river, lifted her head from where she sat listening in the background.
 
   He colored.  “I read it.”
 
   “Where?” Banion asked, in rather insulting disbelief.
 
   “The Book of Ivory.”  They were getting close to a rather private part of him.  He felt like a boy with a secret crush.  After all, it wasn’t very socially acceptable to have such ardent, brotherly fondness for a pack of gorgeous female warriors. At least, he remembered them as gorgeous.  “It was in the library at Harthunters.”
 
   Loren, not the most scholastic of heirs, looked at him in surprise.  “I don’t think I ever read a book out of there…”
 
   Banion, if looking at him a little too closely, was at least back on track now.  “You’re right,” he said slowly.  “The Empress formed the Hand of Mercy several hundred years before the rest of the band existed.  She took a Merrani, a Cyrrhidean, two from the North and one from the deep south and formed them into the Hand of the Empress—supposedly fierce fighters.  Their stories are almost always of deliverance from the Enemy, arriving in the nick of time, saving an old couple’s last child, averting whole towns’ certain death and disaster…that sort of thing.
 
   “Why don’t they call them ‘Bane of the Tarq,’ or ‘Steel for Sheel,’ or something more militant?” Loren pondered.
 
   Banion looked at him, pained.  Ari threw his handful of plucked grass in the air.  Selah giggled.
 
   “Because they threw the name of Il around like a magic amulet.  You hear ‘Light of Il,’ ‘Mercy of Il,’ ‘Love of Il’ enough, it’s bound to make you go doe-eyed and soft in the head!” Banion ground out.
              That ended that.  Ari, banking the fire as everyone finally bedded down, was aware of a deep longing.  Surrounded by Imperials again, he was once more acutely conscious of his too-bright hair and wrong-colored eyes, of the stares, and of the lack of family that surrounded him like a moat of emptiness.  It seemed he couldn’t even hear talk of the Swords of Light without instantly seeing them in the little garden of his childhood.  He was quite sure there was some sort of mental block going on under his cursed red hair; no normal eighteen-year-old male should have looked on Adama’s pretty face in Alene…and longed for a sister.
 
     King’s Crossing was raucous,  an exuberant, sparkling display of barely organized chaos.  They knew this from almost a half-day’s ride away.  They could hear it, smell it from the vendors’ food stalls, see it in the packed crowds on the Southern Way, and most of all, sense the crackling excitement of it in the bright summer air.
 
   They rose at dawn that last day and were still far from being the first on the road.    Bluebirds warbled, people laughed and chatted and possibly the only person in the entire southern Empire that wasn’t happy…was Melkin.
 
   He’d been sinking into a blacker and blacker mood the closer they got to Crossing, and when the already heavy traffic bunched up at a bottleneck ahead, he frowned ferociously.  They could make out Imperial Police far up in the milling crowds in front of them, and Kai pushed through to investigate.
 
   Ari, as light of mood as everyone else, dejection forgotten in the carnival air, turned to say something to Selah and was surprised to find her nervously urging her mare towards the edge of the crowd.  He reached out a hand to her horse’s bridle, and started to ask lightly, “Where are you going?” when the expression on her face stopped him.  Wary, alert, her eyes flitting repeatedly to the Police ahead, she barely even glanced at him.  His heart sank as he rather thick-headedly put it all together.  “It’s all right,” he said quietly, soothingly, pulling the mare over next to him as they moved forward.  “There’s no way they can know anything about you.”  He was sure, sure, she couldn’t have done anything too bad, but some day he’d have to get her to tell him why she’d been running from Imperial law.
 
   It was almost an hour before they made it to the checkpoint.
 
   “How many are you?” the first Police troopman asked, a harried, harassed, mussed version of the customs agent on the Kendrick.
 
   Melkin cast a cursory glance over his shoulder, narrowed his eyes, then replied with curt impatience, “Seven.”
 
   Eight, Ari thought, even as his heart dropped out of his chest.  Dread gnawed at his belly as he unobtrusively looked around, scanning their group, then the crowd, then as far out as his eyes could see.  She was gone.  He felt like all the air had been drawn from his lungs, like someone had gut-punched him.  Surely, she’d find them again.  There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that she’d never leave, really leave, without a word, without saying goodbye.  Well, maybe a very small doubt…
 
   They were herded through to a second troopman, who looked over their party and immediately singled out Cerise, peremptorily beckoning her to dismount.  Her eyes blazed and if anything her perfect posture straightened even more.
 
   “I’m going to have to ask you to dismount and step aside for questioning, please,” he said insistently, rushed and impersonal.  He pointed to where a line of young women stood in various attitudes of fear, anger, and defiance.  It was a long line.
 
   “I’ll do no such thing,” she announced, in icy outrage.  “I am the Lady Cerise, here on Queen’s business!”  She snapped open her Letter of Passage from Sable with an impressive flick of her wrist.  It barely missed his nose and his hot, preoccupied face blanched.  He took a hasty step back.
 
   “My apologies, my Lady—”
 
   “Let’s go,” Melkin barked, not bothering to wait for him to finish.
 
   Bunched together as they were, Ari heard Banion even over the noise of the crowd.  “What was THAT about?”
 
   Melkin, almost savage, said, “Sable wanted to get some verified reports of the Whiteblades’ movements.  I told her this was a fool plan—Imperial Police have all the subtlety of a horsefly bite.”
 
   “Ari,” Loren said, low and urgent.  “Selah’s gone.”
 
   Ari swallowed hard.  “Is she?” he managed in a normal voice.
 
   “Good thing,” Rodge said airily from his other side.  “Queen Sable’s Letter of Marque didn’t include her.”
 
   Ari wanted to hit him.
 
   The crowds picked up a little speed after the checkpoint, but not much.  Just when Ari despaired of ever seeing Crossing (and how was Selah ever going to find them among this great crush of people?), the outlines of its buildings finally appeared on the horizon.  The chatter around them grew louder with expectation and soon, still far outside city limits, tent cities could be seen.
 
   Crossing itself had doubtless run out of lodgings weeks before, and hawkers stood by the roadside barraging the traffic with sales pitches for their high quality, temporary accommodations—no rats, no rain, no thieves, 10% discount for parties of six or more, children under five free.
              Over them, the sound of festival music began to drift through the air.  They were close now, and the scent of meat pies and fruit tarts and the bright flapping of pennants and house flags filled the air with promise.  Even in the midst of the almost electric excitement, though, Ari found himself anxiously searching the face of every dark-haired young woman, looking for the one that had left him.
 
   Crossing was in reality a good-sized town; it had just been dwarfed by the influx of three Realms and the Ramparts.  Soon they were in its proper outskirts and Ari and Loren exchanged wondering glances, grins tugging at their faces.  The big Harvest Festival at Harthunters was the largest, busiest affair they’d ever seen, and it had always seemed immense until now.  Around them, vendors lined the packed streets, selling anything you could think of—necessities, luxuries, produce, hot foot, weapons, livestock.  There were games of chance, games of wit, games of strength, games of skill, archery contests, lancing bouts, horsemanship trials, knife-throwing competitions.  You could dogfight, cockfight, fistfight, race your horses, hawks, dogs, pigs, or your own two feet.  And weaving in and around it all was the humming, laughing, shouting, squealing, bargaining flow of humanity; pale white Northern faces, huge Merranics, dark, exotic Rach and silk-swathed Cyrrhideans, they all swirled in a multi-colored blur past the travelers.  The well-dressed, the ragged, the garish, the wealthy and poor, all rubbed shoulders equably, smiles and gaiety on every face.  Even Northerners, never happier than when there was a steady stream of commerce going on, were in the mood, cheerfully raking in piles of tirna.  Ari saw one man obligingly taking off his own belt, willingly exchanging it for coin from an animated customer.
 
   The boys were almost whining with eagerness to be released when Melkin finally drew them all in together, the crowd jostling their horses as it parted around them.  “You boys stay with Banion,” he said loudly, to be heard over the commotion.  “He’ll get you back to our quarters.”  That was a relief—Ari’d been afraid they’d have to go all the way back out to find lodging later, and then fight the crowds again tomorrow for the Kingsmeet.
 
   “Cerise, you and Ari come with me.”
 
   Ari’s mouth fell open.  Rodge and Loren looked at him.
 
   “You want to be in on the royal councils,” Melkin rasped out, ill-tempered, and turned the blue roan back into the crowd.
 
   Not now.  Not this particular one, right at this particular moment.  Deflated, not even caring if it was a compliment, he turned the brown to follow.  Suddenly, he missed Selah, like a lance of loneliness.  She would have stayed with him.  Where was she?  It wasn’t like she couldn’t take care of herself, but the thought of her being all alone with the rough masses around Crossing left him fretting worriedly. 
 
   And what was she running from?
 
   Sable, Queen of the Imperial North, was relieved to be out of the saddle.  They’d been almost a month on the road, a journey originally suggested to be taken by carriage.  It made her shudder just to think of all those leagues, those endless hours, locked up in the airless, jarring, garish prison of her carriage.  She’d had to fight tooth and nail to convince her council that she was young, healthy, and perfectly capable of riding her parade horse, Sneed—a risk akin to taking a bath, as he had the approximate temperament of mop water—down to Crossing.  Some very old-fashioned Councilmen had wanted her on a palanquin, so the people could see her.  As if lolling about in languid exhibitionism so conveyed strength and purpose.
 
   She’d done a lot of thinking about that these past long weeks.  In between practicing the ceremony (twice daily, from start to finish) and flirting dutifully with Rorig, the Queensknight, her thoughts kept returning to how she was going to present herself at this Kingsmeet.
 
   Strong, purposeful, concerned, capable—all that went without saying.  But Kane’s outburst was still bothering her.  She’d even toyed with the thought of showing up in leather trousers and thigh-high boots with a sword belted on her hip…but somehow she didn’t think it was going to escape the other sovereigns’ attention that she was a woman.  So instead, it was understated Imperial dignity: a snowy skirt of stiff, flared taffeta, a bold scarlet slash of velvet across her chest, the ceremonial diamond-decorated tiara in an upswept hairdo.  Clothes…presentation…all-important concerns to the North.  But would any of it make any difference to the Border Realms?  The other rulers were men, not known in general for their extraordinary attention to fashion details, and on top of it, they were all from much more primitive cultures, probably impressed more by physical strength and steelskill than her selection of dress material or matching accessories.  Words…words were the key.  All leaders knew the power of speech, the stirring of men’s souls that eloquence could effect—she must convince them she was firmly resolved on a closer relationship between the Realms.  Secondly, that she wasn’t a featherbrained fool for believing the Enemy might become a threat in the near future.  
 
   Her mind was pinging from all the gnawing doubts bouncing around inside it, but hours and hours of long, undemanding, undistracted riding had brought her to an unexpected solace.  Clarent, who with all his self-righteous pride was traumatized at just the thought of a menace to his political power, would probably have been surprised to find his threats and tremendous charisma hadn’t had the effect he’d intended.
 
   Partly in rebellion, partly because her interest had been piqued, she’d probed a little deeper into the Shepherd’s story.  The Illians made vast claims, of course; that’s why they were still a cult.  The Il they presented was too big, too—well, everything—to be real in any sense, but there was something about the concept that intrigued her, had a sort of resonant truth.  The problem, really, was Karmine.  
 
   Karmine, last of the Royal Blood, last of the Imperial title, enveloped by the stark realities of the Ages of War, had given up everything:  all responsibility and all ability to help, lead, or protect her people.  This was an inexplicable act, literally an impossibility for any Northerner.  But in the moldy remains of History in that little room in the Archives, Sable had found a few short, unbelievable sentences of corroboration.
 
   And why?  Why would she do this?   
 
   For love of Il.
 
   Sable had not fully accepted the reasoning by any means, sure there was some essential element to understanding that girl’s brain that she’d probably be forever ignorant of…but she’d surprised herself by coming to a sort of truce with the ideology.  Perhaps Il existed as the concept of love.  Whatever the specifics, just accepting the strange idea of love being a power, a sort of force all of its own, had changed things.  Her sterile life of duty and politics and service and ceaseless striving seemed suddenly lighter, brighter, undercut with meaning and oddly aglow with hope.  So, now, the diamond-hard determination with which she faced this Kingsmeet was overlaid with a fine lacework…of peace.
 
   This was the Royal mental state when Melkin was announced the afternoon before the Ceremony.  She rose, smiling, and crossed the room to greet him, but he rebuffed her with such an irascible glare that she changed tactics and settled for a soothing murmur of welcome.  Behind him walked a boy she hardly recognized.  The flaming hair and brilliant eyes had to belong to the scared, speechless student Melkin had dragged into her sitting room months ago, but there the similarity faded.  This was a confident young man, tall and broad of chest and shoulder.  He met her eyes squarely and even managed a passable bow.  Far from looking overwhelmed, he seemed…preoccupied.
 
   “You’ve stirred up a snake pit with this,” Melkin accused her bluntly, in his chatty way.
 
   “I thought it necessary.”  She read wariness in the lined face.  Of her?  Of the Kingsmeet?  Well, she hadn’t done it to earn popularity points.  
 
   “Cerise has been keeping you in touch?” He was terse to the point of rudeness, a pleasant change after all the fawning and manipulations of the past few weeks’ road trip.
 
   “Mm,” she affirmed.  “It doesn’t look like your discoveries have eased your mind any.  Give me your report…I have a feeling your point of view may differ from Cerise’s.”
 
   So he talked about the statue—Cerise had barely mentioned it, and very dismissively—and of Kane and Perraneus and Vangoth and the sudden friskiness in the Silver Hills.  He told her about the suspiciously motive-less bandits and Selah and Rodge and Jaegor and the Whiteblade Adama.
 
   Ari wasn’t paying much attention, rather busy with self-pity, but he perked up his ears at that.  All the wonder, the thrill, the hunger for answers that Adama’s presence had stirred came back to mind, a searing longing across his life.
 
   Finally, too late in the evening for any hope of seeing the festival outside, they took their leave.  The only good part of the night was when the two decided that the boys and Cerise—Melkin seemed much more resigned this time—would accompany him on to Cyrrh. To pour salt in the wound, when Ari crawled into bed shortly after, dejected and resentful, he had to listen to Rodge and Loren go on and on and on, rehashing their entire glorious afternoon’s adventures.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   They hadn’t been asleep long when Banion was nudging them awake, saying something at an uncompromising noise level.  They sat up blearily and sat staring for a moment before their sleep-fogged minds pieced together the clues around them—the Kingsmeet!
 
   Banion had been through the wild pasturelands of their heads with the shears last night, so they didn’t have to worry about combs, and Sable had provided them—no surprise—with new breeches and doublets in the sturdy browns of the Northern commoner.  They tumbled downstairs in an excited thunder of big boots and elbows to each other’s ribs, grabbed buns from the breakfast table and rushed into the common room where they were supposed to meet.
 
   Cerise was there, and they came to a skidding halt when they saw her, eyes wide, buns halfway to their guts.  She spun condescendingly for their benefit, pleased at their reaction.
 
   “Do you like it?  Real Cyrrhidean silk, at a price you could never get in Archemounte.”
 
   The boys just stared, aghast.  “It looks like someone’s been sick on it,” Rodge said.
 
   It was an excellent time for Melkin to stride in, neither speaking nor pausing, and go right out the front door.  Banion followed, long legs making up in ground what Melkin covered with pure energy.  Ari looked around.  No Selah.  This just wasn’t going to be the same without her.
 
   
  
 


“Where’s Kai?” is what he asked, though, and Banion tossed over his shoulder, “With the Drae.”  He was resplendent in formal dark blue and grey, with immense black highboots that probably could have held Selah…if she’d been there.
 
   Drae.  It took a moment for that to sink in, and Ari felt a tremor of anticipation ripple through him.  Today was going to be the most exotic, exciting, wonder-filled day of his life—he could feel it to the toes!
 
   They pushed out into the street, already alive with talk and vendors chanting and people in their bright good clothes starting to line the processional route.  A juggler tossing three balls the colors of the Trieles sidled across the road in front of them on stilts.
 
   “I don’t know why they call it a Kingsmeet, when there’ll only be one King,” Rodge said as they wound through the crowds behind Melkin and Banion.  “We got a Queen, a Skylord, a Rach…”
 
   “Hush up, Rodge,” Loren said happily.  He and Rodge, amongst other adventures, had fallen in with a group of drunken Cyrrhideans last night.  He was now convinced as if by augury that it was his destiny to love a Cyrrhidean princess.  Privately, Ari thought the Daphenian wine their companions had shared with them had probably played a small role in this newest obsession.  Ari scowled a little as Cerise regally moved up to the front of the group, her nose so high in the air he was surprised she didn’t trip.  How was it she’d had a chance to get out last night and indulge her horrible taste in festwear while he was stuck in an endless recap of their last months’ adventures?
 
   “Marek’s moneybelt,” Loren breathed.  They were walking down the main Northern approach to the Compass—the central square where the ‘Kings,’ such as they were, actually ‘met’—and they could see clearly that for almost a hundred yards on each side of the road, stretching to the square, the street was lined with Drae.  Dozens of immobile, lethal, silent sentinels.  The crowd was hushed here, hanging back behind the partition of killers a little uneasily.  The lurid panoply of color inescapable along any other Crossing street seemed to fade, stilling into lines of unmoving bronze skin and black leathers.  There were no weapons at a Kingsmeet—they’d left theirs back in the rooms—but every Dra wore double-hipped swords, tied down.
 
   Melkin, not to be intimidated by a couple assassins, walked right down the center of the street, all the way to the Compass, where they found Kai in the northeast corner.  Eyes roving the crowd, he almost absently stepped aside when they walked up, making room for them to pass into the spectator space right behind him.
 
   The boys looked at each other in joyous disbelief—front row seats!  The wealthy and probably high-born members of the crowd behind them grumbled and shot them nasty looks, but nobody was going to get too worked up with all the Drae around.
 
   “Really,” Rodge mused, thinking along the same lines, “they’re perfect crowd control.  Who’s going to start trouble with a Dra?”
 
   “And they owe allegiance to no Realm,” Loren agreed breathily.
 
   “Don’t swoon on us, Lor.”
 
   “Rodge,” Loren almost begged, “Please keep your mouth shut.  Just for today.”  This was right out of his and Ari’s daydreams.  They might as well have been reliving history from the Ages of War.
 
   “Me?” Rodge asked innocently, then said, “Look: there’s that First Mage guy with all the prediction problems.”  Across the road, the northwest corner was apparently reserved for Merranics, milling around behind the wall of lean Drae like a herd of turkeys hemmed in by hunting hawks.  They could see Banion over there with Perraneus, still in his long blue robes, from the glimpses they got between his oversized countrymen.  
 
   The Drae lined the roads in from every direction, Ari noticed, and wondered with awe how the Realms could ever have been in danger with that kind of fighting force available.  Their numbers must have been low, too, back then, worn thin by the attrition of war.
 
   They waited, shifting impatiently.  Mornings in the south were not the cool, fresh, crisp things of summer in the north of the Empire, and the afternoons were sweltering.  These crowds and the stifling, packed activity of Crossing would only make it worse.  Ari was glad Kingsmeets started early.
 
   Suddenly the familiar throb of drums, still faint with distance, began to pulse through their boot soles.  The desultory conversation picked up and people started craning their necks and fidgeting.  The Drae, unaffected as steel, stood motionless.
 
   With agonizing slowness, the drums drew closer, and soon a rush of excitement swept down to the center of the square.  The various monarchs had been spotted, though still out of sight for those near the center, the drums keeping them in step so they arrived simultaneously at the Compass.  Over the gurgling babble of the throngs of people, music came faintly across the air.  It was an old, old processional, played by every Realm’s band so that it crescendoed from every direction in unison.  It was stately, dignified music, but Ari felt his blood stir as the sound of wild piping—definitely not from the North—began to arc impishly over the sedate melody, whispering of adventure, of exotic climes, of a wild freedom. 
 
   The music swelled, becoming so loud you could hardly hear anyone talking even in your ear.  Rodge nudged him and he swiveled his head to see Queen Sable coming into sight from the north, walking slim and erect in crisp snow and scarlet, the sun blazing off the jewels nestled in her dark hair.
 
   Then Loren was pulling at his arm from the other side, so crazed Ari figured he’d been stung by a bee or was having a seizure or something.  He turned to find the heir of Harthunters literally unable to form words, eyes bulging.  Exasperated, Ari had to lean around him to see what he was so spasmodic about…and then he understood.
 
   Stalking proudly towards the Compass from the west was the biggest, most brilliantly beautiful creature he’d ever seen.  Its head looked like a gigantic eagle’s, set with fierce golden eyes and with a huge beak that was bridled in intricate gold.  That head and the enormous wings—held rigidly straight up for a towering four yards or so into the air—were covered in silken feathers of dark emerald, the underside and the breast brightening into vivid tropical green.  Somehow, the deliberate pacing of talons almost a yard across looked nothing like the awkward steps of a grounded eagle.  And melding smoothly with this beautifully plumaged front…was the tawny body and flanks and long, lashing, tufted tail of a lion. 
 
   Ari had to remind himself to breathe.  It was gorgeous.  It was unbelievable, a shattering of everything that qualified as ordinary.  The crowd on either side of this wondrous creature drew back behind its curtain of Drae, eyes wide and mouths in almost universal O’s.  Most of them, Ari saw, looked terrified.  There was a distinct air of lethality about it, stunningly beautiful or not.  That beak, those razor-sharp talons…they were big enough to be a threat to a horse, let alone a man.   Ari spared a glance at Rodge and burst out in unheard laughter.  Both he and Cerise probably would have lost their lower jaws if they weren’t securely attached by overused muscles.  Their lives would never be the same.
 
   The gryphon, for that was surely what it was, drew closer, and Ari noticed a man walked next to it, overshadowed in every sense of the word.  Dignified, slight, with a thin gold circlet on his white hair and dressed all in inky dark green, he paraded next to the creature’s shoulder.  The glowing gold back was taller than his waist.  Behind him, huge velveted paws kept easy, graceful pace with the ponderous forefeet.  There were two gryphons that walked under the evergreen, turquoise, and gold banner of Cyrrh, the second a smaller, more delicate and strikingly paler version of the glorious creature in front.  Its wings were a soft, pale green like new leaves, the lion’s end fawn-colored.  This one was accompanied by a young woman and Ari glanced at Loren knowingly, hardly surprised to find him with his lips between his teeth and staring in avid interest.  Ari hoped for her sake she wasn’t royalty.  Or even available.  Loren could be hard to shake once he got set on something.
 
   The drums were so loud now you could barely think.  All the monarchs had reached the edge of the square, at least the ones Ari could see, and so suddenly that it seemed like he’d stopped breathing, the music ended.
 
   Of all that vast throng of people, no one made a sound.  A bird flew irreverently overhead, but otherwise silence hung suspended like a physical pressure over the square.  The boys gazed raptly, trying to take it all in.  Then the Merranic drums started a slow, trilling roll, and as one all the monarchs recommenced their march…four zephyrs…blowing in from every point of the compass, to meet, and whirl, and coalesce into…what?  A storm?  A soothing breeze that would calm the clamor?  The whole world seemed to be holding its breath as the drums rolled on and on in an agony of suspense.
 
   At the center of the square, at the Compass, there was a low, raised dais of worked stone.  Each monarch, in measured, mirrored steps, mounted his or her respective side and came to a halt facing each other over the center.  Ari strained to see around bodies and gryphon wings to the Aerach approach.  From the glimpses he’d had, the fabled Rach looked like just a more expressive version of Drae, though their leathers were natural-colored.  The drums suddenly sped their tempo, lilting briefly, then ending in a crashing, triumphant flourish that made the previous silence insignificant.  
 
   Tension mounted almost unbearably.  A tiny, teasing breeze barely ruffled the hair on Ari’s forehead.  No one even blinked, they were so afraid of missing something.  Finally, Sable’s clear, deliberate, feminine voice split the silence.
 
   “I am Queen Sable, of the Northern Empire, and I do summon thee, my Brethren, to this Meet of Kings.”  She reached out one arm, draped in sheer white, and held it palm down over the center of the circle.
 
   “I am Kane, King of the Eastern Seas, Defender of the East, and I do hear thy summons and come to Meeting,” Kane thundered, so Merranically that several people jumped.
 
   In a much feebler voice, though wonderfully pure, the man who’d paced the green and gold gryphon called out, “I am Khrieg, of the endless forests of Cyrrhidia, Lord of the Skies and Sentinel of the West, and I do hear thy summons and come to Meeting.”
 
   Of all the strong voices that rang out over that square, Ari thought the last the most affecting of all.  It was vibrant with energy, throbbing with life and power and purpose, and he bent his neck around in a renewed urge to see what sort of man it came out of.  It clanged through the silence like a call to arms, “I am Rach Kyr, of the unchanging vigilance of the Ramparts, Shield of the Sheel.  I do hear thy summons and come to Meeting!”
 
   As each man spoke, they had reached out their hands to cover Sable’s, and now they all said in unison, “Welcome, Brethren.”
 
   The nudging Ari had been subconsciously aware of fulminated abruptly into an elbow in his ribs.  It was Loren, physically towing him along after Melkin and Rodge, who were already disappearing into the crowd behind them.  Cerise gave them a withering look as they passed—probably jealous she wasn’t accompanying them.  Melkin had told him last night they’d leave before the ceremony was complete.  He threw more than one regretful glance over his shoulder as he followed in the Master’s wake, now even more sorry that he was going to miss any of this.
 
   The Kingsmeet itself was held underground.   This was supposedly to protect it from attack, four Kings in one swoop being considered quite a prize in the old days.  The monarchs would enter from the Compass, the raised dais sliding back to reveal the broad ceremonial stairs.  But there were stairs from north, south, east and west for the non-royal attendees, and the North’s was now set at the back of a fine jewelry store.  The owners had decided the advertising value of such a thing far outweighed any benefits of tactical disguise, and had decorated the brand new door with the Triple Mountain in garish real silver.  Melkin rolled his eyes as he swung under the gaudy, red and white ribbon-bedecked lintel.
 
   They hurried down the well-lighted staircase and out into a broad, high corridor, coming to a stop outside a remarkably spacious assembly chamber.  Inside, it was so thoroughly graced with gaslights and fresh flowers that it hardly seemed like they were underground at all.  The hall continued on and Ari assumed that would be the direction the Kings—and Queen—would arrive from.  Sure enough, within a scant few minutes, sounds of activity began to drift down from that way.  Another few moments and Queen Sable appeared, Prime Councilman in tow, sweeping up to them and then past, into the chamber on their right.  Behind her came the Rulers of the Realms, a surreal parade of magnificence, of Blood, of the very Line that had led people for three thousand years—all in front of Ari, the lowest-born commoner imaginable.  They were impossibly, overwhelmingly regal, and he was so lost in the sensory overload of what was happening that he almost missed it.
 
   Suddenly, Melkin threw an arm out in front of him and Loren, saying quickly, “The boys are with me.”  Bewildered, Ari looked over in time to see the eyes of the Rach and his Councilman just sliding off of them, their faces identical masks of startled intensity.  The Rach’s companion had his hand on his belt, as if he’d reached for the sword that wasn’t there.
 
   Before Ari had time to wonder what had happened, they were being ushered in after the rulers, settling onto padded benches behind and off to the side of the main table.  A little intimidated by the strangeness and the oppressive formality, the boys huddled near Melkin, trying to breathe as inconspicuously as possible.  Opposite them, another set of benches filled up, the spectators looking like characters out of a fairytale.
 
   The rulers began speaking again, with enough thee’s and thou’s that it didn’t take a genius to figure out the ceremony had picked up where they’d left off up in the Square.  Ari’s attention wandered—the room was full of such fascinating people.  Closest to them sat the Aerach delegation, both of the men dressed in beautifully tanned, fitted leather breeches and vests.  There was not a stitch of decoration that he could see on either of them, no jewels, no crown.  The only thing that would differentiate the Rach from any other plain old Rach off the desert was the armband of beaten copper around his right bicep, two perky, blood-red feathers springing out of it.  In black leather, with swords, they could be Drae—same whip-cord bodies, golden tan skin and black hair and eyes.  The least adorned in the entire room, they still seemed to dominate it, their energy a pulsing aura around them.
 
   On their left was the weathered Skylord of Cyrrh, and next to him sat the young woman that had been leading the lighter-colored gryphon.  She was in liquid layers of beige and grey silks, her gorgeous brown skin setting off pale green-grey eyes and cornsilk hair that hung to her waist.  But there was no expression on that beautiful face—not from a Dra’s discipline, but from what seemed like utter, languid, indifference.  There was so little character there, so little life, such muted color, that Ari’s eyes tended to skim right over her.  NOT so Loren, fixated hungrily, convinced that against all expectation he had found his Cyrrhidean princess.  He may have whimpered.  Both Cyrrhideans were dripping with jewels, circlets of woven gold on their light-colored hair, slender bracelets at their wrists and tiny rings on their hands, a delicate emerald amulet on Lord Khrieg’s thin chest.
 
   And then Ari’s attention sharpened as the tone in the room changed.  A silence fell. The rulers seemed almost to sigh. 
 
    Then Sable began to speak.
 
   So far, so good, the Queen of the North said bracingly to herself.  She was sure Kane would have thrown her some hint—like a slap upside the head—if she’d made a misstep.  
 
   “I’ve called this Meet,” she began crisply, determined to play this Old game if that was what it took, “to discuss the appearance of some very ancient, potentially ominous indications that the Enemy may be stirring, and that our Peace may be threatened.  The nature and gravity of this possibility, as well as the gap in our communications with one another over time and distance, are my justifications for calling you all from your Borders.”
 
   All the rulers nodded at this and she felt herself relaxing in the very supportive atmosphere.  Despite Kane’s predictions, none of them were looking at her with anything even approaching animosity.  Kyr was frankly admiring—she pushed that thought out of her head.  She had never seen anyone so captivating.  “Though we all came prepared to discuss events in our Realms, I will have Master Melkin start with our story in the North.”
 
   Melkin’s face was as ill-humored as ever as he stood in a rustle of robes, but before he could say anything, Rach Kyr unexpectedly dipped his head and said respectfully, “Wolfmaster.”  The three boys next to Melkin swiveled their heads up to look at him in such perfect, wide-eyed unison that it was almost comical.
 
   He wordlessly returned the courtesy, then began without preamble, “For over thirty years, I had the care of the Warwolves that lived beneath Archemounte.  I know their ways intimately, know the lore that surrounds them, have observed them closely for decades, both in the wild and in captivity.  Several years ago I noticed a phenomenon so markedly different from their normal behavior that it warranted investigation.”
 
   Melkin’s students were still staring up at him with those identical, flabbergasted looks.  The blond was gaping slightly.
 
   “In the wild, wolves run in packs, mate for life, and normally have one breeding pair—the alpha male and his mate.  The exception to this is the situation in which there is an overabundance of prey, when nature tells them instinctively that a larger population of wolves can be supported.  Also, if inclement weather or other conditions exist that may result in a higher mortality rate, then you will sometimes see multiple breeding pairs bearing litters.”
 
   “Warwolves in captivity are under exactly the same immutable dictates of nature, with the exception that there is never more than one breeding pair because the environment is artificially controlled.  They are protected from the weather and we monitor their food to keep them fit—there is never an overabundance of prey, so to speak.  However…this is exactly what happened.  The small pack that was the remnant left in the Imperial Dens suddenly had all three she-wolves come into season and bear large, healthy litters.”
 
   “Mystified, I went in search of an explanation.  With the help of Dra Kai, I searched out and observed the wild wolves of the High Wilds, but after many months of tracking, we found no evidence of increased litters…however, every Warwolf pack we tracked, living side by side with their regular brethren, was breeding prodigiously.  The difference in the species, obviously, is the innate hatred of the Warwolf for the Enemy—an instinctive predatory urge that will keep them on the trail of a Sheelman without resting or eating for days.”
 
   “It seemed to me possible, if unlikely, that perhaps Enemy were deemed by nature and the gods to be a Warwolf’s…prey.  A limiting factor in regulating population.  So, I searched through the records of the time before the Peace in Archemounte’s library; if my hypothesis was correct, the phenomenon should have been well-known throughout the Ages of War.”
 
   His gravelly voice paused, dropped an octave.  “The old records are in poor shape and make little mention of things that were such common knowledge at the time…but that is exactly what I found.”  A cold menace seemed to filter through the room, like a wolf glimpsed through the trees.  Sable, even knowing what was coming, shivered.  She remembered well the release of the Warwolves, the ecstatic slogans of animal lovers crooning about the “freedom from cruel captivity,” “finally progressing from the dark, ignorant days of the past,” and such.  She would never forget the twisted look on Melkin’s face, the freezing scorn as he had to virtually chase the animals away from his feet, from licking his hands and jumping up to lick his face (not much of a jump, granted).
 
   Sable adroitly let the silence weigh for a moment.  She wasn’t sure how much the other Realms would view this as a waste of time.  When she’d judged the words had had their maximum effect, she began again, thanking Melkin.
 
   “Without Master Melkin’s knowledge and persistence, I might never have tied his evidence into the next, nor come to the conclusion I have.”  Slightly behind her and to her right, she heard Prime Council Channing shifting disdainfully.  She’d had to choose someone, according to custom, to ‘Sit at Elbow, for the purpose of support, giving reminder, and aid in deduction,’ none of which Channing was going to excel at.  The Council had been furious, deeply offended at her tradition-sanctioned unilateral decision, and more than anything, completely befuddled as to how she could think such a thing as the sudden resurgence of the Enemy was even possible.
 
   “The next incident that seemed to augur change concerns Marek.”  She hesitated, considering Kane’s advice on this delicate subject.  “The, er, voice of Marek is not heard in the North as the gods are in other Realms.  He…guides us gently, from afar, with little day to day involvement in the running of the Empire.”  She didn’t mention that any Northerner worth his tirna would be insulted if he was instructed on a daily basis on how to make more of it.  “So, for us to have contact with him—visual, audio, whatever—is extremely…rare.”  She cleared her throat.  “Hasn’t actually happened in, well, centuries.”  Eyebrows went up around the table.
 
   “So,” she moved on hurriedly, “when the High Priest sent word that Marek had spoken to him in his dreams and that the Diamond Triele and been seen to pulsate and glow, it was a momentous thing.”  She had originally thought of laughing lightly at this, as it could easily have been a bit of nighttime indigestion, in her mind, but she noticed there was not a single speck of skepticism around the table.  She elected to stay sober.
 
   “What did he say, Sister?” Lord Khrieg asked in such a fine, courteous, silken tenor that it sounded like a song.
 
    Sable blinked.  Say?  Who?  Clarent?  Marek?  Kane would doubtless chide her later for not bringing the High Priest, but he didn’t know about their latest little squabble (and wouldn’t have approved if he did—in Merrani, the King was the High Priest).  
 
   “It was not made clear, my—Brother—and was deemed irrelevant in the face of the unusual circumstances,” she scrabbled diplomatically.  The faces around the table fell.  Had they been expecting a message from the gods?  Take up your arms, my people…the Enemy will attack next Monday at Alene…
 
   She recovered smoothly.  “The last issue is perhaps the most tenuous of all.  In the past year, there have been thirty-two confirmed individual sightings of the Whiteblades.  Every report is similar: the Swords of Light appear in a mounted group and always bring with them the warning of the Enemy.”  
 
   No one laughed.  In fact, Kyr, whom she didn’t think could look more alert than he did already, seemed to sharpen his gaze, looking at her so intently with those black eyes that she temporarily lost her train of thought.  “Moving as a band?” he demanded, that rich voice throbbing through the room and doing funny things to her inner ear.
 
   She looked at him blankly.  Hadn’t she said that?  “Yes.”
 
   He and Khrieg exchanged meaningful looks.
 
   “Is this somehow significant?” Channing drawled from behind her.  Her heart sank as everyone turned in surprise to look at him.  So much for discreetly trying to cover her ignorance.  Even Kyr looked a little displeased—and his Council was livid.  The Rach had introduced him as Kore, and it was he who answered after a quick, outraged look at his Rach’s face.  
 
   “The Swords travel singly when they are on missions for Il,” he rapped out, voice taut and flat with displeasure.  “If they are moving as a band, it can only mean one thing.”
 
   “And that is?” Channing pressed, in the same mocking drawl.
 
   There was some severe negative energy crackling through the air now.  Kore was positively glaring.  “The Swords of Light only do two things…make words, or make war.”  The cool, even tone contrasted disturbingly with the hot look in his eyes, and Sable turned quickly to Channing with a glare of her own.
 
   “As you can see,” she said appeasingly, deliberately fixing Kore with her gaze, “we have forgotten much in the north, so far from the Sheel and so well-protected from its threat.”
 
   It was the perfect thing to say.  Anger melted almost visibly from the handsome face and he bowed his head deeply in reply, eyes lingering in awe on her own.  Trying not to sound relieved to move on, she said brightly, “As we are here to learn from each other and to share knowledge, let us now hear from our—Brother—from the Seas.  King Kane?”
 
   As Kane began to rumble, her mind had a few moments to fly back over what had just been said.  This was definitely going differently than she’d envisioned, though she wasn’t about to concede the fact that Kane had been right.  He may have had a point, she’d admit.  Was is just her, or had Melkin’s nice, sound, scientific presentation not been given near the attention that vague stirrings from the local deity and the obscure actions of a bunch of politicoreligious renegades had?  And the whole questionable premise of the Sheelmen rising and the Ages of War crashing back down on them didn’t seem to faze anyone at all.  Perhaps her words to the Rach’s Council had held more truth than she’d intended.  The North had moved on, rapidly, thoroughly, and brilliantly, from the dark days of the past…but perhaps the other Realms, without Marek’s drive and focus, still looked to war for their purpose.  What validity, what value, did a Border Realm have after all…if it bordered nothing but a peaceful world empty of Enemy?
 
   “The First Mage of the Academy of the Magi will present this first matter,” Kane was saying, and she riveted her attention on to the man causing her fellow ruler so many headaches.  He stood up behind Melkin, rich robes of royal blue winking with bits of gold like stars in a night sky.  He was a neat, cultured-looking person with an unflappable air of dignity, and a voice of rich, mellow, sedate calmness.  Not exactly what the North would label a firebrand.
 
   “The past year has seen a marked increase in the number of geophysical events in Merrani,” he began intellectually.  “Namely, earthquakes and some hurricane-level storms.  And although we do not keep as near a quality of written records as the North,” he added, to inexplicable soft snorts of laughter, “our oral tradition in this area is well-preserved.”
 
   “We know the source of the disruptions lie in the seismic activity deep in the Sheel, and according to Fleet patrols, there has indeed been visible volcanic activity along the desert’s eastern mountains.  Always in the past this has been associated with Raemon’s activity, and the fact that it begins again, now, after hundreds of years’ quiescence, seems more than coincidence.”
 
   Privately, Sable thought this the weakest evidence of all.  In the North, they knew the earth moved without being driven by divine tantrums.  But then, who was she to dismiss superstition, she who’d brought forth incontrovertible evidence of the Diamond winking and her High Priest having a colorful dream?  Realizing she’d been absently staring at Rach Kyr while she was thinking, she hastily shifted back to the witness.
 
   He folded his hands quietly in front of him so that they were almost lost in his deep, cowled sleeves.  “There is another thing.”
 
   Kane shot him a warning glare from the corner of his storm-colored eyes.  Next to him, the King’s Council, the Lance Knight, rolled his own.  He was a rough-looking entry, as coarse and earthy as Kane was fine and noble.
 
   “The peculiar art of the Magi sits, truthfully, with the stars.  Amongst the constellations, for those with the skill and the art to see it, lies a veritable book of knowledge, clear as though written with words.  The night skies speak powerfully of events in this world, what was, and is…and what is yet to come.  And they do not lie.  What is written there is beyond even the knowledge of the gods—”
 
   The Lance Knight, Alaunus, apparently not to be restrained by decorum, snorted loudly, shooting the Mage a look of open disgust.  Perraneus merely looked past him, to Sable.  “High Priest Clarent heard nothing of import from Marek, rest assured, Your Majesty,” he told her.  She didn’t mention it hadn’t caused her any particular concern.  He turned that steady gaze to the Skylord.  “Laschald, too, will have no knowledge of his brother’s movements, as Vangoth is also ignorant.”
 
   “That’s enough, Perraneus,” Kane said, cold and final as an iceberg slipping into the sea.
 
   “Hold, Brother,” Lord Khrieg said, his light voice like a spring breeze after Kane’s deep, full-timbered gale of disapproval.  “I beseech you, and all the ’Meet, to let the Mage speak.  Laschald has admitted as much to me openly, in sorrow that he cannot better prepare us.  It is no dishonor to hear the truth.  Especially in these troubled times, we must steel ourselves to hear testimony from perhaps many sources we find unsavory.”
 
   At his right, the Rach party both nodded.  Sable had to consciously close her mouth, which had been slipping open, and force a composed nod of polite interest.  The King of the Eastern Seas, face a thundercloud, after scanning all of their faces finally gave Perraneus a curt signal with one of his index fingers.  Next to him, Alaunus sucked his teeth in palpable disinterest.
 
   Perraneus looked around the room, hesitating so long Sable began to wonder what he was waiting for.  He certainly had everyone’s attention.  Her woman’s intuition stirred uneasily; there was something in his eyes…
 
   “Raemon will rise again.”  He just pronounced it, with none of the smooth lead up, the elaborate wording, the equivocation of a moment ago.  “And he will bring with him a power that will bury us in war as we have never known war…and that not even the gods will survive.”
 
   There was a fraction of a second of shocked silence, then the room erupted into noisy chaos, everyone talking at once and Kane shooting back in his chair.  He rose, whirled, and bellowed terrifyingly over the din, “Heretic!”
 
   Sable, breathing a little heavily, sat frozen into immobility, eyes leaping from one face to another.  Behind her, she could vaguely hear Channing droning something in soft scorn.  Alaunus, the Lance, was saying loudly and directly to the Mage, “You’re an idiot.”
 
   And looking at Perraneus’ composed face, she realized suddenly what she’d seen in his eyes.  It was resignation.  He knew, surely, that this would bring his doom.  That his King would not—could not—allow such a statement to go unpunished…so, why had he done it?
 
   It seemed to take a long while to calm the uproar.  The Merranics, of course, were thoroughly ruffled, deeply embarrassed at this blatant show of disrespect and griping darkly after everyone else had quieted.  The Northerners were more surprised at the uproar—Sable thought the reaction much more revealing than the Mage’s prediction itself.  Everyone knew the Magi ‘saw’ the future in the stars, read fortunes from cards, probably had crystal balls and cauldrons full of rabbits’ feet and frog hairs and the blood of dragons that they only stirred in a full moon, for all she knew.  It just didn’t seem like a Mage prognosticating the end of the world was all that surprising.  So…did the other Rulers actually believe these predictions?  Was it just upsetting to hear such things at such an inauspicious time—or was everyone just really that on edge?  Her worries about being thought foolish had vanished.  In fact, she was beginning to feel like the only adult in a room full of much younger brothers.
 
   After the Merranic grumbling had finally faded to a dull roar, she prompted Kane smoothly, “You have another witness?”
 
   He shot her a glare, but did manage to pull himself together enough to say, “There has recently been some disturbing activity in the Hills of the Silver Lions, long a source of irregularities, granted.  This unusual situation came to my attention just as we were leaving Merrane for this Meet, and its herald, Chevric Finnansterne, will bear the tidings directly.”
 
   From the opposite bench, a Merranic rose to his feet, bowing floridly.  “Your Majesties,” he boomed respectfully.  The boys, remembering the pale, sweaty, horrified face at the head of a frantic half-hundred agitated Knights, barely recognized him.  “I am the Knight of the Silver Hills, and was also born and raised there.  It is truly, as rumor has it, an odd and magical place.  Unexpected events and unusual creatures abound—it is part of its charm.  But even there, nature and the gods have their rules, and these have been of late…stretched.” 
 
   “The Mohrgs, as you know, are one of the oddities of the Realms found only in our area of Merrani.  They are undeniably aggressive if disturbed or threatened, but as they travel in small herds and generally avoid habitation, they’ve been largely left alone.  The past few months, however, have seen an increase in their activities.  They have attacked several crofts and a very large herd was sighted in the southern Hills.  Then,” his smooth report faltered just a little, “just over a week ago, the Castle of the Silver Lions was…besieged by almost sixty of the beasts.  Many Knights and Steeds were injured and ten killed trying to bring the crofters in to safety.”        
 
                 Sable looked at him in disbelief, revising her opinion:  THIS was the flimsiest evidence she’d heard to support the rise of the Sheelmen.  What did a bunch of insane, malformed pigs have to do with anything?  They were probably rabid.  Flames, they were mutants—too-small skulls were probably squeezing too-small brains!
 
   Lord Khrieg, steepling his fine-boned hands under his chin, said consideringly, “Chevric, is it true that in the Wars, these beasts, like the dragons of Cyrrh, were more numerous, more belligerent?”
 
   “Yes, Skylord,” he said in Merranic bass, with another bow.
 
   Oh.  Sable gave herself a little mental slap.  Servants of Raemon, vicariously working his evil.  What was she thinking?
 
   “Also, Majesties,” the Chevric continued, and Sable suppressed a sigh, “A line of black ash was reported on the ground in the western Hills, stretching for leagues if one is to believe the report.”
 
   Melkin cleared his throat into the blank silence that produced.  “If I may, Your Majesties, I would suggest that that is likely hot steam—quite capable of charring grass and bushes and well-documented in the North—from the water table under the Ethammers.”  His voice was faultlessly neutral, but Sable could almost feel the derision leaking out around it.  She beamed across the room at him.  For a moment, common sense perfumed the air.
 
   Kane, still obviously perturbed, nodded abruptly at the Knight and Finnansterne promptly sank back to his seat.  “There is one more issue that should be discussed,” he said sternly.  “There has been much activity glimpsed at Ramshead of late, seen both by Fleet patrols and Alenics who, er, hunt the area…and recent travelers through the eastern Wastes have reported sightings of the Ranks of the Ram just north of the Kendrick.”
 
   Kyr, again, seemed to jump at this.  “In great numbers?”
 
   “Master Melkin?” Kane deferred, still surly.
 
   Melkin stood again.  “No, Lord Rach.  It was a small party of maybe half a dozen…our purpose there was to speak with a Shepherd—who claimed he had no knowledge of the Ram’s movement.”  The tight disbelief in his voice sort of ruined the pretense of an impartial report.
 
   “There is no dishonesty amongst the Addahites,” Kyr murmured absently.  “It was no doubt a scouting party…”  Kane and Khrieg glanced at each other across the intervening table, nodding gravely.  Sable looked from one to the other, feeling like she was missing something.
 
   “But to have scouts so far south—” Khrieg began, then stopped.  All three of the other rulers were nodding again, as if this obscure phenomenon were somehow perfectly clear to all of them.  Sable surveyed them testily; she was quite sure, from the looks passed around, that the Empire had just been left out of…something.  
 
   To make it worse, Kyr, whom she had been thinking rather highly of, asked quietly, “Fox hear anything at Shearling?”
 
   Now, the Silver Fox had been around for centuries.  They served as messengers between the Rulers and were a fantastic intelligence service, a sort of multi-purpose field operative with a huge array of skills—several of which were illegal in the North—quite capable of working alone and very discreetly.  Their uses were almost unlimited, and every Realm used them to varying extents.  But in the end, they were Cyrrhidean, and the days when the Realms were so close that they comfortably used each other’s intel forces were long past.  
 
   So Sable may have been forgiven for grinding her teeth just a little when it was Cyrrh that answered, “Nothing.  But, then, it is simple shepherds who bring the flocks down.  There have never been Ram.”
 
                 Technically, Shearling wasn’t actually part of the North, of course, but they were certainly its nearest Realm, and inarguably its main trading partner.  It would have been polite to ask her—
 
                 “So, all we have is increased vigilance at the northern Imperial Border…” Kane mumbled, and she shot him a very un-regal glare.  The Wild Wastes were hardly a Border Realm.  Did they think the Empire helpless?  Everyone knew they were their own northern Border.  But he was deep in the military mindset now—better than the one he had been in—and didn’t even notice her.  He asked Khrieg, “What news DO the Fox have?”
 
                 The Skylord shook his white head.  The golden circlet resting on it was so artistically wrought that vines seemed almost to grow as you looked at it.  Tiny bits of turquoise, aquamarines, and emerald twinkled alluringly amongst its intricacy, several times more lively than the Ruler who wore it.  What they said about the Skylord was true…you could still see the deep sorrow for the loss of his Skyqueen etched into his face.  His green eyes brimmed with it.  His shoulders slumped with it and his fragile voice echoed it with every sentence.  Some said it had crippled his ability to rule—but of course, his Fox wouldn’t talk about that with her.
 
                 The voice that answered Kane was still sonorous with vestiges of life, however.  “Little that hasn’t been brought to light already.  Cyrrh is hardly a place of regular patterns and predictability, where something out of place is immediately apparent.  We have noticed an absence in the Ivory, which has now been explained.  Their presence is no longer reported by Sentinels, nor do they walk amongst the Seven Falls, and the Garden of Il is reported to be completely empty.  For hundreds of years the Garden has held Ivory—and for the last it has lain abandoned.”
 
                 Sable curbed impatience.  More storytales, though this she had heard from Kai as well.  It had been rather shocking to her, then, to realize there were things as the Ruler of the Empire that she literally knew nothing about.  There wasn’t much attention paid to the Whiteblades in the North, so to find that there was actually a place where they lived, could be found year round, in Cyrrh—well, imagine that.
 
                 “There is only one significant matter I would bring to this Meet,” the Skylord paused, and Sable’s eyes slid off him to the Council at his elbow.  He’d introduced her as his daughter, Kindhriada, arguably the most colorless person Sable had ever seen.  As highly charged with emotion and drama as things had been so far, she had sat without reaction, almost without expression—certainly none showing interest—through all of it.  She was strikingly pretty, just so unanimated it made one question her intelligence.  She was Khrieg’s only child and heir, and it made Sable dread to think how Cyrrh was going to fare if she took the Throne of Trees.  And how was the North going to be able to keep up effective trade and alliance with someone so apathetic of interrealm issues?
 
                 Khrieg had been motioning to the bench behind him while these thoughts were trotting about in Sable’s mind, and now he said, “This is Silmeander, Chief of Jade Talon.”  The southern races were not tall people, all of them with that glowing golden-brown skin, and the Chief had the same fine bone structure and oddly delicate features as his nearby countrymen.  His fair hair was only a little darker than the Skyprincess’ and clear aqua-green eyes looked steadily back at his captivated audience.  Like his Lord, he was in fitted suede, but it was buff-colored, the trousers mostly covered by thick leather knee-high boots of the same color.  Elaborate swirls of green stitching ran down the length of boots, trousers and sleeves, and around his arms just above the elbows were tied narrow lengths of bright, sky-blue cloth, blazing with gold embroidery.  They hung to the level of his knees, dancing playfully with every errant breeze as if to spite the enclosed air.
 
                 He bowed from the waist, so graceful it didn’t even look ridiculous, and said in a lilting, crystalline voice, “My Lords and Lady…Jade Talon was recently patrolling the most southern reaches of Cyrrh…” He paused, glancing around the room and then once briefly at his Lord, before deciding he should elaborate, “We are a sky patrol.”
 
                 Sable’s eyebrows rose with several others, and the room went quiet, bemused at the improbable picture those words conjured.  Channing made a derisive sound behind her.  Not only did he look like a wedding cake, but he was making rather fanciful claims as well—though, they had seen the gryphons.  Her mind balked.  Well, if they could exist, then it seemed a little churlish to deny they could fly…a sky full of gryphons, she thought in wonder.
 
                 Smoothly, the musical voice continued.  “We have noticed the mountains of the Dragons’ Lairs have begun to smoke,” he said ominously, and she blinked rapidly.  Dragonslairs, Dragonslairs—she was sure she would have remembered that on a map.  Where were they?  Hoping Channing would keep his mouth shut, she was formulating a tactfully un-ignorant question to pry this out when Khrieg said:
 
                 “This is not volcanic activity.  When the Lairs smoke, it is because what lives in them…begins to stir.”  There was such dread in his face and voice that Sable felt a shiver of alarm, without having the least idea of what they were talking about.
 
                 “And what stirs in them?” Channing drawled, preempting her.  Again, a slurry of irritated looks were thrown his way, but it was no Council that answered this time.  Kindhriada simply sat, staring placidly at her slender hands in her lap, absently twisting a ring.
 
                 The Skylord didn’t appear to have any expectations of her, nor did the question seem to surprise him.  “We do not know how many dragons still live.  If they are dragons, they have been in hibernation all these long centuries.  Who knows in what shape they may enter this war, or even if they are vital enough to do more than roll over and return to moribund slumber?”
 
                 Sable narrowed her eyes, feeling there were several unaccepted premises here.
 
                 “I hear more questions than answers there,” Channing remarked, with a touch of impatience.  Councilmen, in general, were not very enthusiastic about the whole concept that had initiated the Kingsmeet, and to have to decode these flowery and abstract answers wasn’t helping the situation any.
 
                 Khrieg fixed him with a cool eye and for a minute wisdom glinted out from the background of sorrow.  “Cyrrh is not a land for graphs and charts and percentages, Council.  There is little of certainty in her, and nothing that is absolute.  The Lairs have always been the home of Raemon’s devil worms, and they alone have ever made the sign we call ‘smoke.’  And though it is true that they hibernate, no one knows for how long this is possible.  It is difficult to do studies on a creature so intolerant of man’s presence.”
 
                 Before Channing could respond, Khrieg turned back to the Talon Chief.  “Please continue, Silmeander.”
 
                 “My Lord.  I realize this evidence seems scant,” he began again, and Sable thought distractedly, among other things.  “But I will add that having served as a Taloner for many years and having been around gryphons for most of my life, I have seen only one thing that gryphons react to as strongly as they do gems and shiny things.  That is anything to do with dragons.  The way my Talon responded to the sky around the Lairs is the same as they do to the old dragon hides used for training.  It is…unmistakable.  Also, gryphons fear nothing—not even fire, which all wild things are afraid of—but they would not enter the Lairs.”
 
                 The Rach were nodding in understanding.  Sable, wide-eyed, spared them a glance before deciding she was just going to store this information for now.  She would think about it later.  Perhaps wine would help.
 
                 “One last thing,” the Chief Taloner said pitilessly.  “Like the Warwolves and Mohrgs, our gryphons, too are showing abnormal behavior patterns.  They are restless in sleep, twitching and making sounds of excitement.  Some who have been tamed from birth, born in the eyries, even, are chewing at their jesses.  Those that capture the wild gryphons say they are wilier than ever, hiding their clutches with even more care than normal, and so easily startled that we’ve had no success for years now bringing in wild ones or eggs.”  The flow of words paused, then ended simply, “That is all, my Lords.”  
 
                 He stepped lightly back up and resumed his seat, and a rather helpless silence filled the room.  What did one say to that?  Sable had thought Kane was exaggerating to make his point all those weeks ago in her throne room.  Her head was beginning to ache and she would have liked nothing better than to rub a temple, but Khrieg was saying something apologetically.
 
                 “…all there is.  Though it doubtless means little to all of you, for Cyrrh this is a dread portent.  The dragons wrought much devastation in their day, and the mere remembrance of that time is enough to drive our spirits into despair.”
 
                 Despair.  Great, Sable thought a little weakly.  One Realm ready to give up before they even knew there was a war—with a half-comatose teenage girl as heir to the throne—and another ready to tear apart its highest source of scientific knowledge over a religious squabble.  Her Council wasn’t looking so formidable after all.
 
                   Then she met Rach Kyr’s eyes across the table.  Her spirits lifted a little.  He was not pleased either, but there was not an ounce of submission in that fierce, hawk-like face.
 
                 His strong voice broke into the silence with a quiet, resonant vibe of energy that made even Khrieg’s old white head pick up.  “Like our brothers in Cyrrh, the Rach, too, are not men of science or culture or learning or even great cleverness.  We do not know facts and figures and logic, or skills of the quill and parchment.  We are men of instinct and feeling, and what we do know…is the Sheel.  And the Tarq it spawns.”
 
                 Every eye was on him, drawn to something magnetic in his voice—it was like hearing the sound of sanity in an asylum of the mentally ill-at-ease.  
 
                 “We know this.  That almost 3000 years ago, Rach Kyle, forsaken by the gods, reached the lips of the Sheel and made his stand.  We know that we have fought the Enemy from that very day—’til this.  And we know that for the past three months we have not seen so much as a thread from a Tarq headcloth.  The Sheel is as silent as a tomb.”
 
                 The room was breathless, entranced.  He could have been a professional storyteller, the style utterly different from the technical oration taught in University.  Unfortunately, Channing—whom Sable was really beginning to regret the existence of—decided now was a good time for some Northern sense.
 
                 “So, you’re upset that not only is there no war, but there’s no Enemy,” he hazarded sarcastically.
 
                 Kyr’s eyes bored into his like hot coals, but it was Kore, nostrils flaring and eyes flashing, who snapped, “You misunderstand, Northerner.  The Enemy is not gone.  It is gathering!” 
 
                 Sinister as an uncoiling snake, that specter reared suddenly into all their minds.  Sable swallowed, hard.
 
                 Channing, many times more skeptical and nowhere near as prudent, demanded with open scorn, “And how do you know that?  Did it ever occur to you that perhaps they tire of war as we have, perhaps have better things to do?  Are you such warmongers that you cannot accept peace when it is given you?”
 
                 Infuriated, Kore half-rose to his feet and in a snarl, almost shouted, “Blind bureaucrat!  You wax poetic about something you know nothing about!  You have never even seen a Tarq, never watched them cut down your mates and loved ones, never seen them torch your horses as they lay screaming and injured in the bloody sand—yet you assume in your arrogance that they are men of reason and sensitivity, to be ‘understood’ and pitied!”
 
                 “Well,” Kore spat, “we do know them.  We know their tactics, we know their cruelty, we know what is in their black hearts.  We know the way they think, reason, plan, what they eat, how often they drink on patrol, their favorite piece of horsemeat.  We can tell what they had for breakfast from their filth and track them across blowing sand for hours.  We can tell you how many wait behind the next sand dune by smelling the breeze and which one is their leader without even stripping off their headcloths.  We’ve spent generation of lives getting to know them…AND WE KNOW THEY WILL NEVER, EVER STOP!  If they have paused in their attacks, it is because they are mustering their forces!”  The lean chest heaved under his vest, his eyes brimming with passionate anger.
 
                 There was a little pause as everyone digested this, recovering from the onslaught of images.  But Sable knew what was coming, knew that in the North, such excitability was a sign of weakness, that Channing, gloating, was merely sharpening his predatory claws.  It helped that he was unburdened with respect for—well, anyone not in Northern government, actually.  And she could do nothing to stop him.
 
                 Very collectedly, as she knew he would be, he said with maddening self-satisfaction, “Splendid, splendid.  Well, as we’re all here to learn from each other, please correct this shocking gap in our education.  What do they look like, since they all wear headcloths?  What do they smell like?  And what do they eat for breakfast?”
 
                 Sable wasn’t sure the Rach were cynical enough to catch the subtle sarcasm, but her doubts faded as Kore’s face contorted with rage.  His voice was furious disbelief as he shouted across at him, “What do they look like?  What do they LOOK like???”  Beside him, Kyr sat silent, eyes cold and black as obsidian.
 
                 “They look like THAT!” and Kore flung out a muscled brown arm, jabbing a finger…right at Ari.
 
                 Everyone turned curiously, even Kindhriada bestirring herself.  Sable frowned.  That was her subject the hot-headed Rach was pointing at.  Young Ari sat Dra-faced under all the attention, but she could see the pale look of shock glimmering just underneath, the firm lips pressed into a narrow line.  She took the opportunity to spin around and scorch Channing with a glare of unmistakable meaning.  She didn’t officially have the authority to shut him up, but she was well aware of the power of a well-aimed murderous look or two.  He huffed.
 
                 “This is deeply disturbing,” she said into the distracted silence, in a sort of diplomatic distress.  Everyone turned back to the table and the direction the two Rach had never wandered from.  Kyr’s eyes fixed avidly on her face and she felt her cheeks heat.  Horrified, she continued in a rush, “Though the depth of your knowledge is a great comfort, your words bring much uneasiness.”
 
                 Kore settled slowly back into his seat, face smoothing like sand being cleared by the wind, young eyes settling raptly on her glowing face.  But it was Kyr that answered her and the room was again caught up in his powerful voice.
 
                 “You speak rightly, Sister.  There is no room, at the mouth of the Sheel, to run from reality, and when we see the Phoenix arcing fire on the far night horizon…we have no doubt that Raemon is rising again.”
 
                 The Phoenix.  Yes.  Wasn’t that some sort of firebird?  She was pretty sure it fell soundly into the arena of myth.  She smiled tactfully.  Behind the Rach, she saw servants beginning to gather and the Head Steward of the Meet gave her a nod.
 
                 She cleared her throat, feeling her stomach rumble at the thought of food.  “Before we break for lunch, there is one last topic, my Brothers, I would lay before you.  In Addah, Master Melkin was told of a Statue, a likeness of the Empress, whose story is interwoven with the Five Hundred Years of Peace.  According to his source, an Illian Shepherd, if that statue is found by the Sheelmen, its destruction will release Raemon.  Do any of you have word of this in your Histories?”
 
                 She waited.  No one spoke for several seconds and she began to feel a little foolish.  Despite the rampant Mohrgs and gryphons and dragons and one phoenix that had been trotted out in the last few hours, fairytales still didn’t come easily out of any self-respecting Northern mouth.
 
                 Then Khrieg said slowly, “That Statue once stood in Archemounte, did it not?”
 
   Her face brightened.  “Yes, so the Shepherd claimed, though we have no record of it.  You’ve heard of this, then?  Do you know of its whereabouts?  Where it was taken?  Melkin was given instruction to hunt for it in Cyrrh by a, er, Whiteblade.”  
 
                 “Then you must come to Cyrrh,” Khrieg said expansively.  Her face fell.  “We will do everything in our power to aid you,” he told the Wolfmaster.
 
                 “Very kind,” Sable murmured disconsolately.
 
                 Kyr, musing across the table, said thoughtfully, “If it is not found in Cyrrh, perhaps we should mount a force and search Zkag…many of the omens discussed today suggest Raemon may be very near free, if not already.  Perhaps the Tarq already have it.”
 
                 This was greeted with astonishment from around the room, some of the spectators even crying out.  Sable’s mind raced.  Zkag.  What was that?  Where had she heard that?  Trying to keep up with all these stories was making her dizzy.
 
                 “The Sheelshard??!” Kane bellowed in amazement, helpfully, and the light clicked on in her tired, hungry little mind.  The ’Shard.  The legendary home of the Enemy, hidden somewhere deep in the Sheel.  Convenient for the purposes of storytale plots, it had never been found, despite the pages’ worth of effort by Great and Lesser Heroes.
 
                 Kyr’s bright eyes met Kane’s.  “We think we may have found it, or at least the path to it.”
 
                 Khrieg exclaimed wordlessly.
 
                 “I thought it was legend…” Kane said wonderingly.  Me, too, Sable echoed in wry silence.  They were nothing but overgrown boys, all of them.
 
                 “It may be,” Kyr admitted, looking so endearingly sheepish that Sable had to fight the sudden impulse to give him a warm and very un-royal smile.  “But they have to live somewhere.”
 
                 Kane grinned at him wolfishly.  “That they do.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   The bottom had fallen out of Ari’s world.
 
   He rode along numbly, mind like a lump of wet dough.  Around him, the rest of the party laughed and talked, the brown gelding frisked energetically, and the hot summer sun burnished the world.  But Ari felt nothing, a shadow of nerveless, unthinking disbelief.
 
   Rodge and Loren, with the bracing commiseration of eighteen-year-old males, had clapped him on the shoulder right afterwards and murmured, “That rots…”  Loren, to his horror, had tried to start a conversation with, “Well, you’ve always wondered about your parents—maybe one of them had some Enemy blood…”  Ari had hastily changed the subject.
 
   Cerise, indeed devastated that she hadn’t been called to the ’Meet, had to hear about everything, wanted to know every inflection of every voice, how people looked, what they said, who sided with whom.  Rodge and Loren obligingly rambled on—and on and on—as the horses ambled away from Crossing on virtually deserted roads.
 
   Rodge said, early in the dialogue, “You would have been in misery, Cerise.  The most ridiculous things were said in that room—in complete seriousness.  They say Cyrrhideans indulge in mind-altering substances, and I believe it.  While on gryphon patrol one day, a Taloner saw ‘smoke rising from the dragon’s lair!’  But no one seemed to know if there was a dragon there or not, and if he was, well, we could pretty much all go home, ‘cuz it was all over.”
 
   “Oh!” Loren cut in, with remembered hilarity, “They’ve found the Sheelshard!”
 
   “And Ari’s a Sheelman!” Rodge chortled, right on top of him.
 
   Ari’s heart, heavy as a rock in his chest, sank to somewhere around his kneecaps.  Cerise looked at him sharply and he affected a casual shrug.
 
   “The Rach think he looks like the Enemy,” Loren rolled his eyes, elaborating as it became apparent they had momentarily lost her attention.  She looked at Ari consideringly, and for a second, her sharp features softened so that she was almost pretty.  “Don’t let it get to you.  They’re ignorant savages that can barely see beyond the ends of their sabres.”
 
   He blinked.  She turned her attention back to the recital and he gave himself a mental shake.  There’d been times she’d been almost human in the last few weeks—ever since they’d gotten off the Merranic Warsloop.  He figured she’d probably eaten some humble pie somewhere on that trip—or brought some up, more likely. 
 
   They rode through the long summer days, each more endless than the last.  He was vaguely aware that his surroundings were beautiful, back amongst the trees again, and the road empty of traffic.  Everyone was still at the Kingsmeet, which would go on for several more days.  
 
   Like in the north, the countryside here grew more forested the closer one drew to Cyrrh, and the Daroe was lined now with huge, drooping willows and leafy cottonwoods.  Increasingly, they passed through wooded glens where great oaks and maples, ash and beech, filtered the hot sun off their burning heads.  Ari was aware of it only for the sense of concealment it offered.  He felt, frankly, like the lowest point in a barnyard, where all the mud and manure and unmentionables pool.  A cowardly part of him longed for the recent days of blissful ignorance—how could so much change in a few seconds?  
 
   All his life he’d known he was different, for his coloring, for the fact that he was an orphan; he’d wiled away hours wondering who his parents were and what his story was…especially lately.  Now that void was doubly deep, triply dark, and with no happy endings even possible anymore.  The practical Northern part of him, of course, was unhappy—Imperials didn’t like puzzles and complications.  It interfered with business.  But the worst part by far was this new knowledge…this vicious dagger digging around in the black hole of his past.  He had Sheelman blood.  Tarq.  The Enemy.  A race of the cruelest, most violent, heinous men known to mankind.  He was the embodiment of evil, to the casual observer.
 
   Melkin sought him out one afternoon by the banks of the Daroe.  They’d taken to stopping in the shade during the blistering heat of midday, then riding late into the night.  Under the stark shadow of a big willow, the Wolfmaster came and squatted down by him.  Grizzled hair showed out of the blouse at his neck, and his harsh voice was quiet and low.
 
   “There’re some things we should probably talk about.”
 
   Ari stared, unseeing, out at the rippling river.  “You knew,” he said dully.
 
   “No,” Melkin denied it.  “But I suspected.  When there wasn’t any other reason for that intruder in your boys’ room, it started to make me suspicious.  No one’s seen Enemy in the North since Montmorency, but in the writings they’re always dark people…with ‘hair of fire’ and ‘sea-emerald eyes.’  It’s a fairly consistent description.”
 
   “So you just decided to drag me around all over the Realms to see if I’d break out into a killing spree?”  He didn’t even have the energy to be bitter.  He felt like someone had stepped on the world, squashing all the color out of it.
 
   “I didn’t know what role you were playing, if any.  If mercenaries were after you, you obviously had some value, to somebody.  You could have been a pawn.  Still could be.  There’re so many question marks punctuating the air right now, I have no idea where you fit in.”  He sounded more like the usual Melkin, irascible and impatient.  “I was hoping that brainless young chit of a Whiteblade might drop a hint about you.  They’re notorious for playing games with people’s lives, knowing things they have no right to know.”
 
   Whiteblades, Ari thought with a dull stab.  Well, there went that secret hope.  No Illian that lived to destroy the evil forces of Enemy was going to raise one.  It wasn’t like it had been a serious possibility anyway, he sighed in silent resignation.  
 
   “Perraneus knew you, though.” Melkin’s eyes narrowed and his lip curled.  “Had ‘foreseen’ you,’ though he shed about the same amount of light on that as anything else.”
 
   Ari suddenly remembered his bout with eavesdropping, but apathy seized him before he thought to confess.  Why bother?
 
   “The Warwolf,” he said dully instead, several things suddenly becoming clear.  It had leaped past three people, ignoring them to try and pounce on him.
 
   Melkin looked out at the Daroe.  “Aye,” he growled softly.
 
   “Not letting me go out at the Kingsmeet…”
 
   “If you’d stumbled into a party of Rach…well, you saw what almost happened outside the Meeting Chamber.”  He turned to fix his piercing grey eyes onto Ari’s.  “I suggest you never go to the Ramparts.”
 
   Breathe, Ari told himself.  Just breathe.  He nodded calmly.  “That’s why we were called to the ’Meet.”  He’d been wondering about that…why the boys but not Cerise.
 
   He gave a faint nod, but only said, “Cyrrh would be a good home…they’re an accepting sort of people.”  He stood, looking down at the glowing, miserable red head.  “I have no doubt about your innocence now. I just have no idea where you fit into this mess.  I’ll do everything I can to buffer you from any ignorance or violence we may meet,” he said gruffly, then turned quickly on his heel as if embarrassed.   Ari experienced a little jolt of amazement through his pain, that this man, concerned with items of state and secrets of Realmswide security, would spend so much time considering him.
 
   If anything, the days grew hotter, and the humidity skyrocketed.  Their blouses clung fitfully to them and the horses’ coats grew damp early and stayed that way all day.  The Daroe was narrowing too, as it approached its source in the foothills, and they missed the cool breezes that had come off of its wider version downstream.  Now, the big country stretching beyond it to the south was nothing but flat pastureland, simmering with heat waves, where Rach worked their enormous herds of cattle.  The breezes from there felt like they’d skipped that section of terrain and were right off the Sheel far beyond.  The bugs took advantage of the shade, and they weren’t shy about their affection for the Northerners, either.  The whole party was covered in welts from mosquitoes, gnats, deerflies and a host of the unnamed…one could say the average Northern spirit was sinking a little.  
 
   None of it made any difference to Ari.
 
   One night, as the breeze ruffled their sweaty hair and the frogs chorused deafeningly around them, they broke through a rare opening in the trees just as the moon was rising.  A huge, torrid, orange-red moon, it was shocking, almost eerie.  Ari had never seen a moon that color or size.
 
   “Ugh,” Rodge said, staring at it.  He absently slapped at a mosquito.  “How ghastly.”  But he was as fixated on it as any of them; there was a sort of primal fascination with it, an instinctive awe at such an enormous cosmic oddity.  They all jumped when an owl gave its haunting call from almost over their head.
 
   A red moon, Ari thought dully.  How appropriate: the color of Enemy hair, of the Sheel, of Raemon’s Triele.  He SO needed a reminder.  But, face lifted to look at it like everyone else, it occurred to him—desperation, maybe—that there was a sort of beauty to it.  It made him think of Il, strangely, because he hadn’t for so long.  Selah claimed He saw all the happenings in the world, to the smallest detail, had a plan for everybody.  Which made Ari think rather unkindly of Him for the choices concerning him, but on the other hand…to whom else was he supposed to go?  He obviously did not belong anywhere in the Realms now, including at the feet of their various gods.  What would Vangoth, who got mortally peeved at indiscreet Magi, do to him, of Enemy blood?  Why now, when he was miserable enough he could use a little divine comfort, was there none available?  Where was Il?
 
   He missed Selah so bad it hurt.
 
   The next day he rode up beside Melkin’s blue roan, whose long legs always paced it out in front.  The Wolfmaster had been edgier than ever, keen eyes roving constantly, as if feeling either an increased threat or the lack of means to handle it.  Ari and Loren were pretty good now with a blade, but they were no Kai or Banion, still back at the Kingsmeet.
 
   “Do you think the gods actually talk to people, like King Kane and Vangoth?” he asked after a few minutes of companionable silence.  “Give them signs, listen to them?  Or do people just imagine it?  Sort of WISH it into happening?”
 
   He got a glance, scalpel-sharp.  “I leave the gods alone, boy, and hope they do the same to me.  They’re real enough,” Melkin added warily, “but dangerous, unpredictable, like spoiled children that hold the keys to the world.”
 
   “So,” he guessed sardonically, “no Great Deed?”
 
   Melkin snorted.  “I don’t care what the priests say, Marek doesn’t keep track of who’s done their One Great Deed or not.”
 
   “Il doesn’t require one, and he’s all about charity and compassion,” Ari said, hardly aware he was thinking aloud.
 
   Melkin shot him a look of disbelieving scorn.  He rattled on, “So, what’s the truth?  How can there be all these different gods, each one saying different things, each one claiming to be right?”
 
   “The truth is what every man makes it,” Melkin growled.  “Take your comfort where you can—and keep your own counsel about it.”  He loosened up the reins, done with theology, and his horse began drawing away.
 
   Ari stared after him.  How could it be truth if it changed for every single person?  Wasn’t there something universal out there, say, like justice, that wasn’t susceptible to individual perception or the phases of social fashion?  It seemed to him, with his world on its head, that there should be.
 
   Tekkara screamed suddenly, crow-hopping and whirling viciously to bite at her flank, such a violently contorting combination that anyone but Cerise would probably have been thrown.  A horsefly roughly the size of a robin had assaulted her, and the other horses switched their tails nervously.  It all reminded Ari so strongly of the incident with the Warwolf that he felt a quick rush of adrenaline, cold fingers of premonition running down his spine.  He snapped his head forward, scanning the trail.  
 
   He’d just started to laugh at himself when the incoherent version of no, this can’t be flitted like quicksilver through his mind. His voice cracking, he yelled, “AMBUSH!!!”
 
   A short distance ahead, where the party would already be if it hadn’t been for the horsefly, armed men were coming out of the trees—and they weren’t a lost party of lumbermen.
 
   “Behind us!” Cerise cried, shrill with fear, and fumbled for her bow.  He couldn’t believe this.  He threw his head around to look wildly behind him, then quickly back to the bigger group of men in front.
 
   “Run!” Melkin roared, and set his heels to his horse’s flanks.  Reacting more than thinking, they plunged after him towards the group taking over the trail ahead, the boys awkwardly drawing swords and feeling very much like they were in a nightmare.  This kind of stuff just didn’t happen, especially not repeatedly.
 
   Ari hadn’t seen how many were behind, but there had to be almost two dozen waiting for them ahead.  Panic raced through him, pushing a faint, frenzied despair out of the way.  Now, now when neither Banion nor Kai was with them!
 
   Then they were joined and there was no time for thought.  If he and Loren had had the skill, they could have used the advantage of being on horseback…but, alas.  Ari parried a blade, driven as much by instinct as conscious thought, thrust, swiped, parried again, whirled the brown instinctively with his knees.  It was probably fortunate that he was too busy and too caught up in the desperation of the moment to realize he was many times outnumbered; in fact, were it not for the fact that only so many bodies could get next to him at a time, the bladeplay would probably have already ended.  This all occurred to him later, but at the time other things had his attention.  With the sharpness of coursing adrenaline, he was aware of Melkin, already with several men down, his bloodied longsword flashing in the light as he fought with silent efficiency.  Behind him, Cerise was incredibly managing to hang on to both horse and bow, but not accomplish much else.  Fortunately, though she had yet to nock one of those slender golden arrows, Tekkara was such a squealing, overwrought whirlwind of hooves and teeth, the brigands were keeping a respectful distance around her anyway.
 
   Then Rodge yelled, and Ari’s glance flew to him—to realize in horror that he’d been pulled off his horse.  Cold fear and desperation seized Ari in a vice.  With a lunge, he knocked aside a blade, driving his own more by luck than skill into a chest.  Pushing the brown past the man, he made it to the melee around Rodge, who was flailing on the ground under three or four of the bandits—fortunately all in each other’s way.  
 
    His blade bit deep into a neck and blood spurted, obscenely satisfying.  Bending low, trying to keep the brown moving so his back was protected, he went after the next one.  Rodge was punching and kicking under the press with voluble vengeance—surely nothing that energetic could be too seriously hurt.  Ari didn’t even know he knew those swearwords. An unprotected underarm fell to Ari’s swipe, and then he felt hands latch onto him and start dragging him off his horse.
 
   He reared up to bring his sword down in a great overhead swing, shocked to see a crowd of men close around him, when an arrow shot right over his lap.  It landed, audibly, in his present attacker’s neck and they both paused, staring at each other in surprise, Ari’s sword stopped over his head.  The arrow was no delicate thing of golden oak, he noticed in adrenaline-induced detachment—it was a short, sturdy war arrow, with red and white fletching.  And along its shaft nestled the snow and scarlet chevrons of the Empire.
 
   The man holding it in his larynx began to gasp for air, releasing Ari and scrabbling at his throat as he fell back into the press of men.  Quickly, Ari parried the sword stroke that took his place, then, his reflexes sharpened by the close wrestling-style swordwork of the Merranics, twisted his blade around to strike deep at the man’s unprotected chest.  The brigand screamed, and Ari found to his horror that his steel had wedged itself into a rib.  Panicked as another sword came rushing towards him, he frantically freed a foot from its stirrup and kicked the new attacker away, the man’s blade skirling erratically in the air and lancing his gelding’s shoulder.  The brown neighed and jerked away, squealing in pain and protest and freeing Ari’s sword, but not before he’d seen another arrow blossom in that man’s chest as well.  Another, then another arrow appeared, and before Ari knew it, the press was over, and he was guiding the brown in agitated circles to face enemies either already down or hobbling into the trees.
 
   Panting, soaked in sweat, blood pounding in his ears, he swung his head around, scarcely daring to believe that they’d all made it.  There was Melkin, bleeding but alive and furious.  Loren, looking around wildly while trying to staunch the blood from his chestnut’s back.    Cerise, shaky and wide-eyed, dismounting a still-skittish Tekkara—there wasn’t a scratch on her and a wave of relief that left him weak washed over him.  He’d never been more grateful for that idiot mare. 
 
   Rodge stood in the middle of the trail with his thin chest heaving, black hair sticking straight up, a sword in his hand.  He was holding it like a torch, true, but he looked crazed enough to use it.  Melkin was walking his horse back to him—Radish was possibly the most excited he’d ever been in his life.  Blood from steelbite was soaking the Master’s breeches where his arm rested on his lap, and he had a long gash where a blade had licked at his face and neck.  But his voice was brisk and healthy enough when he rasped out:
 
   “We owe you our lives, Sergeant.”
 
   Everyone except Rodge, still searching for enemies, turned to look in the direction of his gaze.  The source of those wondrous, miraculous, timely arrows stood there calmly, drawing one out of a corpse and cleaning its steel head.  He was neat enough, but obviously living in the wild, his leather breeches travel-stained and worn, the white blouse tea-colored from sweat and dirt and staining.  Around his neck hung the limp, soiled scarlet rag that would double as kerchief or headband, and across his chest, faded red and white chevrons decorated his quiver strap.  An Imperial Border Patrolman.
 
   “My pleasure.”  His neat, rusty beard split in a courteous smile.  “I’ve been tracking this party for four days now—I would have arrested them long ago if I’d known they were up to this sort of mischief.”
 
   “Your delay almost cost us our lives!” Cerise snapped at him in sudden frightened fury.  “Anyone can see they were rough, base men, up to no good.”
 
   “It is no crime to live rough, my Lady,” he answered, with a little self-mocking bow.  “I could hardly arrest them just for traveling without bathing.”  He didn’t seem intimidated by her at all.  In fact, his whole manner was charmingly un-Northern.  
 
   “Quiet, Cerise,” Melkin growled irritably.  The Borderman, spying his wounded arm, moved quickly forward.
 
   “Let me have a look at that,” he murmured.  As Melkin dismounted and the man began to inspect his forearm, the Master said brusquely, “I can tend to this.  You should be going after those survivors.”
 
   “They’re no woodsmen,” the man assured him in that low, steady voice.
 
   “You said you’ve been tracking them,” Melkin asked, possibly to get his mind off the wound the man was beginning to probe and clean with water from one of the waterskins.  “Where from?”
 
   “South,” he said absently.  “They appear to be White Asp mercenaries.”
 
   Everyone went still.
 
   “Blood and fire,” Melkin swore in a dead voice.
 
   Cold fingers seemed to grope Ari’s insides.  Mercs.  The same ones that Kai had found in their room months ago.  He looked helplessly at Melkin, who had a black scowl.  And this was ambush number two.
 
   “Why would they be interested in you?” the Borderman asked casually.  He looked up, right into Melkin’s eyes, and Ari felt an immediate surge of secrecy.  This was an Imperial Policeman, after all.
 
   “Probably figured if we were coming from Crossing with all of its goings on, we had something of value with us,” Melkin shrugged.  “It may have been just bad timing.”
 
   “Maybe,” the man allowed noncommittally, still with that probing look.  Finally, he turned back to the arm, taking one of Melkin’s clean shirts and tearing it up into a bandage.
 
   Where are you all headed?” he asked conversationally.  “Norvonton-on-Daroe, a town about half the size of its name, is the last village on the Southern Way, and it’s about three hours behind you.”  He grinned disarmingly.  He’d be an easy fellow to chat with, if one had no secrets that might be difficult for a representative of the law to understand.
 
   “To the Emerald Pass,” Melkin said shortly, wisely keeping it as brief and close to the truth as possible.  He cued Cerise with a look.
 
   “We’re on Queen’s business,” she said, prompt and rather frosty.
 
   He looked up at her, her fine traveling splitskirt, the aristocratic features, the arrogance that comes from certain people of authority.  “Ah.  I should have realized, my Lady,” he said, slipping in a mollifying compliment.
 
   He caught sight of Rodge and paused, a glimmer of a smile tugging at his face.
 
   “Uh,” Loren said, moving towards his friend.  Rodge was still quite vigilant, eyes huge and wild, staring into the trees with the sword held aloft.  “Here, put it down, Rodge, just give it to me, easy—EASY—that’s it.  It’s all over.”
 
   “Monsters,” Rodge breathed, a little insanely.  “Why is everyone trying to kill us?!”  The Borderman raised an eyebrow.  Loren, far more used to keeping secrets secret, tried to cover this potentially revealing statement with an ingratiating grin at the Borderman.
 
   “He’s a physics major,” he explained.
 
   The Patrolman blinked.  There was a second’s silence before he said smoothly, “Yes.  Well.  Jagstag is still a good two days’ long journey, so I’ll let you get back on the road.  There’ll be a healer at the Pass that can see to that arm.”  He rose from Melkin’s side, brushing aside the various murmurs of thanks, but froze before he’d even taken a step.  His eyes wandered intently over the bodies lying around, and he very slowly walked over to one, pulling a gory arrow from its chest.
 
   Melkin, watching him closely, said, “What is it?”
 
   “I didn’t kill that man,” he said softly.  “That one either.”
 
   “They’re your arrows,” Cerise pointed out caustically.  It was hard to mistake them for anyone else’s, their being so nicely marked and all.
 
   “Yes…and I didn’t shoot them…”
 
   “Well, the day’s full of mysteries,” Melkin said briskly, hurriedly motioning everyone to mount up.  The last thing they needed was to get embroiled in an Imperial investigation.  Not even a Letter of Marque would help them escape that noose.
 
   The Borderman let them go, and they rode off with a good deal of glancing around into the heavy trees, suddenly more ominous for what they concealed than welcome for their coolness.  He was still standing in the trail, face thoughtful, when Ari glanced back.
 
   As soon as they were out of sight, the group bunched up around Melkin.  He didn’t slow, was pushing the roan, even.
 
   “What do they want with me?” Ari demanded in frustration.
 
   “You?” Cerise asked shortly.  “What makes you think they’re after you?”  Loren looked at him curiously, eyes still red-rimmed from the recent excitement.
 
   “Monsters,” Rodge hissed from his fat pony.  Loren patted his shoulder soothingly.  “You did really good, Rodge.  REALLY well.”
 
   “I’m not sure they were after you,” Melkin agreed.  His eyes were piercing the trail ahead, roving intently and with renewed purpose.  “Perhaps, just maybe, someone doesn’t want us to find this statue.”
 
   They had the whole day ahead of them, and they rode it like the Enemy itself was behind them.
 
    Sable moved busily through the royal apartments at the Northern Compass.  The Kingsmeet had finally come to an end this morning; she’d wished several times she could have ducked out with Melkin.  Absolutely nothing worthwhile had come up since he’d left, the talk stagnating into plans for troops and strategies to meet a whole host of imaginary Enemy movements.
 
   “I won’t need that, Evara,” she said firmly to a maid packing her two-inch thick greatcloak.  Imperials from the north were genetically incapable of traveling anywhere without warm clothes—just in case.
 
   “Your Majesty,” the maid said, appalled.  “What if there’s a cold spell?”
 
   “We’re going to the Sheel.  Send it back.”
 
   Headed to the room she was using for audience, she didn’t even slow.  Her dress, deep purple linen with bits of the same-colored silk floating from the shoulders, was the lightest thing she owned, and she was still sticky with the heat.  It wasn’t even noon yet.  But her face was pink with happiness that had nothing to do with the temperature.  She’d said goodbye to her parents this morning—she was so close to home, they’d come to see her—and their warm love and praise had made her glow.  And then…
 
   Kyr had issued his invitation.  He’d noticed her puzzlement, her unfamiliarity with much of what was being discussed in the Kingsmeet, and having noticed her eyes on him on a fairly regular basis, had misread it as a plea for help.  So, he’d invited her on a state visit to the Ramparts.  It would give her almost invaluable insight into this Enemy she knew so little about, was his argument, staring earnestly down into her face, into blue eyes made almost lavender by the purple gown…
 
   Channing rose from the couch as she entered, and she wiped the pleasure from her face without much difficulty.  He still looked at her with disapproval—he was much bolder about chastising her for her perceived youth and frivolity than the previous Prime—and the ’Meet had soured what was not a strong relationship to begin with. 
 
   “Your Majesty,” he began before she had come to a stop.  “There are several things we need to discuss, perhaps the most alarming being your hint that we might return fully to the tribute system—”
 
   “There is ONE thing we need to discuss,” she interrupted crisply.  “And that is preparation to mobilize every force we have if this truly turns into war.”
 
   His face froze, a study of shock and anger.  “Your Majesty,” he managed, “The Empire is ruled by Throne AND Council.  We shall have to debate—”
 
   “There is nothing to debate.  There are a few situations in which the Imperial monarch is constitutionally given absolute and direct authority.  One of those will arise if I announce we are at war.”
 
   “We are not even close to war!” he sputtered in outrage.  Channing was new to the Council, new to her, and of late was being repeatedly and unpleasantly disillusioned of his assumptions that she was a malleable, young, scatter-brained female (because weren’t they all?).  Not Landed, he was unable to even aspire to a Council seat in the traditional way; his was a lateral election from an equally high government position.  Unfortunately, as Archjustice he was used to having instant and absolute compliance—his word, literally, was law—which meant some painful readjustment as Prime.
 
   “Doesn’t it strike you as odd that we, ONE of FOUR Realms, are the only one that seems to think that is true?  And that all the others, who, incidentally, have much more experience in that area than we do, are quite convinced of the opposite?”
 
   “We are the Empire,” she was told frigidly, Channing having gathered himself into a cold ball of composure at this criticism he’d already heard.  “We have nothing to apologize for, nor to be embarrassed about, nor to consider; if we are the voice of sense and reason in an insanity of hearsay and, frankly, unbelievable nonsense—”
 
   “We alone are unprepared to face a threat to our very integrity as a Realm,” she said loudly, regretting the servant gossip she was providing, but it couldn’t be helped.  “Even if that threat never develops, do you want to run the risk of not even planning for the contingency?  Because if the Enemy DOES attack, looking foolish for not taking the Border Realms seriously will be the least of the charges held against us.  We have a responsibility to the North to prepare her for any eventuality that may endanger her.”  Channing’s abrasive insensitivity and lack of diplomatic acumen had been chafing her for days; it was a positive relief to get this out.  Every other Realm was so sure of the rise of the South, they could no longer ignore it—why couldn’t he see that it didn’t cost anything to consider, to prepare, just  in case?
 
   “The Traditionalists have turned your head, enthused your sense of romance,” he said coldly in scathing echo of her thoughts, “seeing ghosts where there is only peace, imagining    supernatural happenings where there is only coincidence and acts of nature.”
 
   “And if there is war?  You are willing to chance unimaginable death and destruction for the meager cost of a few precautions?”
 
   “It is not cheap to jump at every shadow that falls across the road!” he snapped.
 
   For a moment she stared at him, mind racing to come up with a distraction, for some way to get around behind him.  Perhaps if it could be seen as a diplomatic concession…to appease the other Realms in the interest of—what?
 
     “If you are unable to entertain the possibility of a threat to national defense for its own sake,” she said crisply, “then consider readiness in light of interrealm relations.  A healthy part of the reason behind this state visit I’m making south is to develop a relationship with a Realm that is almost a stranger to us.  How are we to accomplish that by disdaining to even consider what is the highest priority to them?  Whether or not there is a war, it is ludicrous and shameful, in this day and age, that two of our Border Realms are virtually unknown to the Empire.  We are the most progressive Realm there is; it is time we look outside ourselves to the bigger world.”
 
   His face rippled with scorn.  “We are the Empire.  We do not need other Realms to validate our existence.”
 
   Several violent options of how she could remove that smirk from his face flitted through her mind.  She turned away from him, releasing some fury as she walked absently around the end of the table, finger tracing a figurine she didn’t even see.  
 
   “Tell me,” she said casually, as if changing the subject.  “What percentage of our trade revenue is from the Rach?”
 
   He frowned, supercilious smile vanishing.  They were both well aware the number hovered distressingly near zero. “They’re Rach,” he said disdainfully, but he watched her closely.  His political background had not been in economics, but trade and commerce figured prominently in pretty much every Imperial profession. 
 
    “One of those horses would bring enough tirna to line a whole street with gaslights,” she said quietly.  “Do you know how many full-blooded Aerachs there are in the North?  Almost none.  No one can afford them.  What if we opened up that trade artery, provided a supply for all that demand?”  He watched her with deceptive disinterest, listening closely.  “The Rach can run bigger herds of cattle by leagues than any place in the North—we could have beefsteak for tirnal.  And I’m not even touching on copper.  Cobalt.  Coral.  Glass.  Exotic fruits.”  She leaned toward him seductively, “Salt.”
 
   His eyes sharpened and she knew she had him with that.  Merrani, who had a monopoly on salt, had just cheekily raised their prices by a third.  The North was in uproar.  He was definitely swayed, though obviously wary of appearing to be swayed.  Pride warred with avarice in an ill-concealed little storm across his patrician features.
 
   Unfortunately, at just this tender moment, the Queensguard at sentry outside ducked his head in and said, “General Androssan, your Majesty.”  
 
   She held up a finger—have him wait one moment—and with a resigned sigh refocused on her Prime’s face, now clearly awash with fury.
 
   “You would go behind the Council’s back and command the General directly?!” he accused her in frothing anger.
 
   “I told you that is my intent.”  She faced him, and with poised dishonesty, said, “I know both of us, in the end, want what is best for the Empire.”  She doubted he’d ever thought of it, personally, but such was the way of Imperial councilmen.
 
   “Yes, and apparently someone must represent the common man—” that was one of their favorite political slogans “—of that Empire while you wish to go running off in chase of shadows of threat through lands of make-believe!  We have issues at HOME that require our attention!”
 
   “If there is a war, there may not be a home, for we cannot protect it.”  Her words fell like icicles into the sudden heat of the discussion; he stared at her, incredulous.  “And how well do you think the common man will take it, to know that the Council refused to even consider protecting the Empire—whether there is war or not?  Play this carefully, Channing,” she lowered her voice to an insulting whisper, dropping all pretense for a moment.  “Council members are elected.  Queens are not.”
 
   He just stared at her, nostrils flaring white with fury.  Then with a sharp dip of his head that would probably have his neck hurting later, he pivoted on his heel and stalked out.
 
   He passed General Androssan on his way, swishing his robes away from him so disgustedly that it made the General feel vaguely diseased.  He hated politics, but he was no stranger to it.  In his experience, the Council were moody as women.  
 
   Sable summoned him in, feeling her shoulder muscles loosen just at the sight of him.  They’d had little to do with each other in Archemounte, but on the trip down they’d exchanged enough talk that she realized he had a keen mind, despite being in the military, a refreshing sense of the ridiculous, and a novel horror of bureaucrats.  He was also handsome, well-built, and marked by the athletic grace of the active man.  If he hadn’t been married with a couple of children, he probably would have been high on her List.
 
   The General, for his part, greeted her warm smile formally and thought wryly that someone should tell her to donate that dress to the poor.  It made her look like a teenager, even with her dark hair up and the tiara of state winking importantly from its nest of curls.
 
   “I apologize for neglecting you,” she began, referring to a promise on the trip down.  “I would much rather have had you as my Council these past few days.”
 
   “I am sorry to hear there’s friction, Majesty.”
 
   “Are you?” she asked dryly, hardly expecting such platitudes from his normally refreshing bluntness.
 
   “Not really.”  Her dimples flashed and he heaved an internal sigh, striving like any professional man to stay clear-thinking and detached in the face of feminine loveliness.  “You wished to see me, Your Majesty?”
 
   With her normal, much safer, composure, she said instantly, “I did.  Before we part, I wish to hear your feedback from this Kingsmeet, your thoughts and impressions.”
 
   She was quite serious, looking expectantly up into his face, and he felt a thrill of professional pride over that so casual request—under the current Council, his presence and advice were rarely—read never—requested, and his impressions?  What a laughable thought.
 
   Warming considerably, he said, “Your Majesty, I will tell you that we are the ONLY Realm that does not see war as inevitable, and I don’t mean skirmishing along the Borders, but the real thing, threatening even the Empire.”  He was unprepared for her quick nod, as if she’d already thought about it.
 
   “All the members of the foreign forces I spoke with are concerned only about the details of what they see as certain engagement.  The Cyrrhideans are concerned with the ‘when,’ the Rach with the form it will take…the Merranics, of course, just that they get their fair share of the fighting.”  They shared sardonic looks of perfect sympathy.
 
   She didn’t stop him, so he gamely continued, hardly daring to believe his luck.  “There was unprecedented opportunity to speak with the other warleaders.  Cyrrh’s Lord Regent—that’s their commander of forces—was only here for a morning, but he is exactly the tough, dependable, knowledgeable kind of leader the North can work with.  The Sentinalier was also not here…but the Sky Captain was.  A, um, fascinating discussion.”
 
   Her eyes danced.  “Whatever did you all talk about?  Gryphon patrols?  The use of air cavalry?”
 
   He smiled ruefully, charmed in spite of himself at her winsomeness.  She was never like this around her own courtiers.  “I…have much to learn about the Cyrrhidean Forces.”  Wiping the smile off his face with military precision, he said quietly, “The Foxlord was here as well.  Cyrrh is alive with foreboding.”  He was pleased to see her face still into alertness and surprised that she had the patience to listen to war talk without interrupting.  Most women didn’t.  “Jag scouts have picked up significant activity along the Tamarisks…there have been Enemy all the way up in the Swamps—not just selling the odd slave, but conducting business.”  
 
   This was not the traditional view of Enemy activity, but she said with a game attempt at objectivity, “Well, Enemy transacting business is an indication they ARE transitioning to a peaceful nation.”
 
   “Fox that were sent to corroborate the Scouts’ reports…think their business has been mostly with the Asps.”  They looked at each other gravely.  
 
   “Hiring spies…” she murmured, more disturbed than she let show.  It sent shivers down her back, after the past few days of clarification on exactly what the Enemy had once been to the Realms.  It was like knowing you were going to bed in a mattress laden with lice—you could feel them crawling all over you before you ever lay down.
 
   “They wouldn’t be above it.  Even for mercenaries, they haven’t shown themselves to be particularly overburdened with honor.”
 
   To get her mind off the chilling implications, she asked, “What was Cyrrh doing so far south?”  The Tamarisks were the western border of the Sheel, far outside the Realms.
 
   “More than scouting.  The Foxlord had sent several of his own men down…searching for the ’Shard.  He agrees with Rach Kyr; he’s pretty sure they’ve found the Enemy road to Zkag.  The Rach are seriously excited—there were three Shagreen up for the ’Meet and every one of them was lit up like a torch at Winterfest just at the thought of it.  It won’t be long before they mount an invasion force, mark my word.”
 
   Her slender eyebrows rose in amusement at such impulsiveness, but she said, “I didn’t think Shagreen ever left the Ramparts.”
 
   “They don’t, as a rule.  It’s a testimony to how quiet the Sheel’s been.  Restless, they are.  And fierce as bloodhawks—the better relations we have with them, the better.”
 
   She looked pleased. “My thoughts exactly.  So, General, your overall impression after this multicultural bombardment of military perspectives?”
 
   “That war is a possibility, Majesty.  That we are bound by duty and honor to be ready for it.”  He watched her closely.  He never would have dared be so blunt if she had not shown herself willing to consider it already.
 
   “That is exactly how I feel we must respond.  And that is why, when I depart for the Ramparts with the Hilt Shagreen, I want you to ready the Imperial Army to mobilize within a few days’ notice.”
 
   Elation surged through him, tromping the vague relief of a second ago that he wasn’t going to get dismissed.  He couldn’t believe it. 
 
   “Do not expect this to go uncontested,” she warned, unaware of his delight through the façade of his military mask.  “The Council will almost certainly try to thwart you, even if it’s in petty demands for forms and signatures.  I need for you to persevere, to work the system any way you can.  We must be ready if anything were to come of these threats.”
 
   Concern tore at him through the coursing euphoria.  “Your Majesty, I must share my misgivings, as your highest military advisor, that you are going personally to the Ramparts…”  It had sent a draft like cold steel between his shoulder blades.
 
   She waved him silent.  “It’s been decided.  You said yourself how quiet it is.  We are woefully ignorant of this Realm, and I plan on fixing it.”  She didn’t mention that she was tired of feeling like a fool and having everyone talk over her head—an unusual position for a Northerner.  “If you were not needed north, I would take you.  Is there someone you can send as a military liaison—we need better ties there, too.”
 
   It was a desperately needed necessity, actually.  It took all of his considerable military bearing not to beam at her.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Androssan strode out of the apartments in a few moments with something as near to exultation thrumming through him as he’d ever experienced, a man of action, mired in paperwork most of his career, suddenly shown open road and given his head.  If his charming Queen wasn’t headed to the Enemy’s front door, the challenge ahead of him would be pure bliss.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   There was no afternoon nap that day.  Nor the next.  Melkin rode them hard, to no one’s complaint, up the switchback trail to the Emerald Pass.  The elevation had its benefits—the air cooled, the bugs died at night, and every once in a while a break through the trees showed them the great golden basin of the Empire baking far below.  Late summer felt more like early fall up here.
 
   They set a roving guard every night and Ari slept poorly even when he did lie down.  His depressed indifference to life in general had faded sharply after a nice, rousing threat to his very existence, and in its place was a whole new set of worries.  
 
   What, for instance, was going on?  The statue was being protected?  That hardly seemed likely, as the Kendrick ambush had taken place before anyone knew they were looking for it.  The intruder in their room had been there before they knew they were looking for it.  Maybe the two groups of Asps were after different things—though Ari would have denied there was enough about their little group to get anybody interested in them to begin with, let alone repeatedly.  So, did Melkin know something he wasn’t sharing with them?  Maybe trying to protect Ari by misleading the others?  The puzzle wore round and round, inscribing circles into his brain matter, and he began to feel Melkin’s sense of urgency.  Their lives were showing signs of impermanence until they figured this out.
 
   And who had helped the Border Patrolman?
 
                 The memory of the swordfight plagued him whenever the other left him alone.  It woke him in the middle of his light sleep at night, the acrid smell of fear and sweat, the malice of intent in the faces of complete strangers, the sickening thrill of steel reverberating as it hit bone.  He had once worried how to tell Loren he wasn’t coming back to Harthunters with him.  Now he worried that the excitement of the fight was rousing his Sheelman blood.  He was a killer, from a long line of the most brutal, merciless murderers on earth.  What if once he got started, he couldn’t stop?  What if he turned into some sort of demented zombie and sprang on his friends?  He watched himself anxiously for signs of madness…which for some reason didn’t improve his sleep any.
 
                   After several unrestful nights, it was a relief to have the road top out onto the Emerald Pass.  He glanced back as they officially entered Cyrrh.  The Empire and all that was familiar, routine, normal, lay in a broiling golden haze of heat and humidity behind them.  There was only one thing he would miss there, and he still held out hope that she would follow them.  Loneliness washed through him, joining the deepening pool of self-pity he used for wallowing in.  With mournful resolution, he turned slowly to face his future.
 
                 Technically, Jagstag was just the Sentinel outpost that guarded Cyrrh’s side of the Pass.  But it was so much more evocative than whatever name had been given to the Imperial trading settlement a few yards away that it grew to cover them both, lasting through centuries of tales to develop its own fabled mystique.
 
                 The mercantile buildings still took up the majority of physical space, however, boring, Northern-style houses and shops.  Most of it was lodging or services geared to the big trading caravans that came through—taverns and general stores and inns with enormous fenced yards for the strings of loaded wagons.  Most trade points were lively places, Northerners being so spirited when it came to barter and profit, but Jagstag seemed subdued.  A quiet hush lay over it, the few people moving around without talk or tarrying under the looming, lush green mountains.
 
                 They passed through the whole town, Melkin oblivious to the smell of breakfast that was making his troupe slow longingly behind him, noses twitching.  They rode until they’d passed the last of the Northern buildings, until the trail crested out and all that was left was a high palisade rising up on their left and nothing but the trail descending into a textured sea of forest in front of them.  The wall of neat logs to their left paused in its purposeful march, a big gate interrupting the intimidating height.  Melkin led them through it, and they forgot all about breakfast.              
 
   Behind the fence…lay Cyrrh.
 
   They’d ridden into a large, circular courtyard, lined with stables, barracks, watering troughs and hitching posts, its packed surface scrupulously clean of weeds or trash.  The big  Cyrrhidean flag with its delicate tree in gold flew overhead.  But aside from these mundane background features, they could have wandered onto a fantasy stage set.
 
   Every building was carved and decorated with fantastic art, the wood alive with scrollwork, twining greenery, shapes of men and animals, all glowing softly with heavy varnish and the efforts of polish.  Behind the big, main building, stairs could be seen carved out of the hillside that towered over it, winding liquidly into the steep mountains where Cyrrhideans had stood Sentinel for millennia.
 
   In the courtyard, the hitching posts were lined with something out of a dreamscape.  Great Cyrrhidean stags stood chewing their cud with the quick nervousness of the deer family, their graceful heads swiveling alertly at the Northerners’ arrival and topped by enormous, forward-angled racks of gold-tipped antlers.  Unreadable, their big, dark, lustrous eyes stared at them through thick veils of lashes.  Stagriders with only their heads showing over the huge shoulders of their mounts were busy at work with them, brushing the greyish-tan coats or cleaning their restless hooves.  The men, dressed in mottled cloth that the eye tended to roll off of, paid them much less attention than their beasts did, talking and laughing amongst themselves with the self-sufficient camaraderie of a tightly knit military unit.  
 
   Into this scene, padding nonchalantly across the compound, came a beautiful, tawny gold panther, coat replete with glossy rosettes of bold black.  Its flat, pale green eyes didn’t even acknowledge them, and though their horses whinnied and shied, the hyperalert stags didn’t even twitch.  Rodge made some strangled attempt at speech.
 
   “Jag…” Loren breathed.
 
   “Thanks, Loren,” he snapped, finding his voice.  “I didn’t recognize it from its black spots and huge fangs.”
 
   “No, look…”
 
   Sure enough, the big cat walked up onto the barracks porch and flopped down by the side of a…Jagscout, apparently.  The Sentinel reached down and absently rubbed the huge cat head resting against him without even opening his eyes.
 
   “You’re gonna catch flies with that thing hanging open like that,” Loren said smugly to a gape-mouthed Cerise.  She snapped it shut and flung him a dirty look.
 
   Melkin dismounted, favoring his arm, and as the rest of them followed suit, the door to the main building opened and disgorged a small group of uniformed Sentinels.  At their head, striding purposefully across the yard towards them, was a compact brown man with steady, mossy green eyes.
 
   “I’m Traivallion, Traive,” he introduced himself quietly, coming to a stop in front of them and inclining his head over his bent arm in a strange courtesy.  No rank, no title, but he was unmistakably in charge.  You could tell from the sudden alert, respectful stillness in the yard activity, the rising to casual attention of the dozing Sentinels on the porch, the bevy of aides behind him awaiting command.  All of them wore a cuirass of hardened leather over their muddy-colored cloth, but Traive’s was the only one with a rampant gryphon stamped onto its scuffed surface.
 
   “We have heard about your ambush,” he said gravely, eyes flicking to Melkin’s arm.  “Our healer awaits you inside, along with some chow.  We shall talk on the trail; I would have you in Lirralhisa as quickly as possible.”  That was all.  He inclined his head briefly, tossing over his shoulder to a waiting stagrider, “Thirty minutes.” At a beckoning gesture from one of the aides, the Northerners followed him up the stairs to the main building, heads swiveling around at the lavish architecture and implausible local population.
 
   Judging from his speed and finesse in cleaning and sewing Melkin’s arm, the Jagstag healer got a lot of practice.  The Master was joining them almost before the food was all out.  The Northerners, falling on the scrambled eggs and smoky rack of bacon like they hadn’t eaten in a week, barely paid attention to the Sentinel trying to prepare them for travel in Cyrrh.  He made a lot of obscure references, but the one he finished with was pretty clear, and their heads all reared up from spicy potato slices to stare at him:  “In fact, it’s probably best if you assume everything in Cyrrh is deadly.”
 
   Though they’d bolted the meal with more appreciation than manners, when they came back to the courtyard, everyone there seemed to have been long ready.  The reins of five stags were being held patiently at the foot of the steps, and the party was led without pause right over to them.  The boys and Cerise glanced at each other.  Surely…surely THEY weren’t going to—
 
   “You’ll have to leave your horses here,” Traive said, and they turned to see him at the top of the steps, pulling on leather riding gloves.
 
   “Whatever for?” Cerise demanded, frowning.  “We’re quite used to our own mounts.”  Loren took one look at her and moved resolutely toward the biggest stag.  Ari followed; he wasn’t about to miss this chance, either.  Rodge just stood, looking unhappy.  He wasn’t real pleased at having to leave the Empire again to begin with, and now things were definitely showing signs of deteriorating.
 
   Traive paused halfway down the steps to answer courteously, “Horses don’t travel well in Cyrrh, Lady.  The stag are much more nimble and have better reflexes.  Plus, they are accustomed to the jungle and not as likely to spook unnecessarily.”
 
   “Tekkara is very sure-footed,” she’d begun imperiously, when Melkin interjected crabbily, “Mount up, Cerise.”
 
   The stag felt strange, with its narrow, straight back and the view through a tree of antlers.  Ari could feel it tensing alertly under him.  Loren gave him a half-doubtful, half-exultant look.  The saddles had both high pommels and high backs, made of gorgeously tooled leather, and…leg straps.  Ari sat there fascinated as a rider literally tied him to the saddle.  He wasn’t sure he liked being so bound, and, well, why?
 
   “I DON’T need to be buckled into my saddle,” Cerise said testily, clear, loud and with overtones of outrage. 
 
   Traive, his blunt, rugged face showing no sign of impatience, turned in his saddle to once again address her.  “The stags are much more quick-footed than horses, my Lady.  They can bolt and dart so quickly that those unused to them may find themselves dislodged at, er, inopportune moments.”
 
   “Your concern is touching…Traive,” she said coldly, with biting sarcasm at the abundant and offensive informality, “but I assure you, I’ll somehow manage to hang on.”
 
   She urged her beast irritably away from the rider attempting to attend her—and was suddenly on the ground.  The boys stared, uncomprehending.  Furious, confused, she looked around with almost comical accusation.  To a man, the stagriders sat composed and with universal expressions of polite patience.  She sprang angrily to her feet, eyes narrowed in suspicion, and quickly remounted.  Again she attempted to snatch the reins and again, inexplicably, ended up hind-end first in the dust.  It was as if the stag was simply stepping out from underneath her.
 
   Rodge, by now with a beatific and faintly justified smile on his face, was mounting his own stag as Cerise took a third go.
 
   Traive, the exact same expression on his face, said in a gravely solicitous voice, “My Lady, we are under some time constraints.  Perhaps, just until you are used to the stag, you would allow…”
 
   She submitted, fuming.
 
   Finally, they moved out.  The Sentinels fell in around them and Ari felt the anxious tension of the last few days ease away.  There was an air of profound competence, augmented by a good quantity of flashing steel, in this group of quiet men…though why a full dozen were needed to escort them, he wasn’t sure was an honor or an insult.  Or forewarning.
 
   “Those are cute little axes,” Rodge chortled from between him and Loren, good mood restored.  “Handy, I’m sure, for any menacing tree limbs daring to cross our paths in this oh-so-deadly land of Cyrrh.”  
 
   All the Sentinels were dressed alike, with hardened leather breastplates over their murky pants and blouses, knee high boots of thick leather, long-wristed gloves, and snug, worked- leather helmets that looked like they’d be suffocating in the heat.  There was a long knife at each hip and, hanging in a back brace, crossed axes that could be grabbed over a shoulder.  Ari peered closely at these last...at the delicately balanced heads, their fine edge, the intricate designs etched into the blades.
 
   Loren, who’d spent more than a couple disciplinary minutes behind an axe chopping a pile of trees, was thinking the same thing he was.  “I don’t think those are for wood…”
 
   Only Traive wore a sword.  None of them wore the leg straps.
 
   The trail was wide as they started out, the untamed forests of Cyrrh indistinguishable from the tame ones on the other side of the Dragonspine…to Ari’s disappointment.  This was supposed to be a magical land.  Squirrels and pine martens frisked through the overhead branches, rabbits and a skunk flicked through the underbrush.  Birds called, a peaceful breeze soughed through the leaves…he couldn’t believe these surroundings had spawned such wondrous tales. 
 
   They headed straight north, paralleling the towering mountains and passing several trails that forked downhill to their left.  Loren, after the last one, asked the nearest stagrider, “Is Lirralhisa in the hills?”
 
   “Nay, lord,” he replied.  “But the air is of so much a temperate and more wholesome nature in the heights that we do not descend until we must.  The Sirensong lies at the belly of this valley and her air is so thick and hot, her waters so dangerous, we would not rush to her embrace.”
 
   
  
 


This eloquence was delivered with such unaffected sincerity, the man’s soft, lilting accent so marked, that four heads swiveled in unison to look at him.
 
   “Uh,” Loren said, then smiled charmingly.  “I’m not a lord yet.  My name’s Loren, of Harthunters.”
 
   “Well met,” the Cyrrhidean said, crooking his right arm and bowing over it.  “I am Rhuquisel, Rhuq.”
 
   Rodge and Ari introduced themselves, answered with that same odd, very courtly courtesy.  Cerise loftily ignored them.  The path climbed a low hill, and Ari took the opportunity to look back behind them.  Cyrrh fell away from them in swathes of green, green on green on green.  Not all of it was waving tree tops, though.  Not that far beyond Jagstag, hugging the flanks of the Dragonspine, the country stretched away in neat, ordered rows of some botanical enterprise, an orchard maybe.
 
   Rhuq, seeing his interest, supplied, “Tea and coffee plantations.  So beloved are their fruits to Northern tastes, we’ve had to plant leagues of them to satisfy.”  He grinned amiably.
 
   “I’m sure it didn’t hurt your coffers any, either,” Cerise mumbled crassly from behind them.  She sat stiffly, offense in every line of her sharp person, face pinched and eyes flashing.
 
   “That’s Cerise,” Rodge and Loren said pretty much in unison.  “Her talents lie mostly in the anti-bureaucrat realm,” Rodge elaborated thoughtfully.  
 
   “LADY Cerise,” she snapped.  “What kind of people don’t introduce themselves with rank or title?  How do you keep order?”
 
   “Or keep track of who you outrank?” Rodge said behind his hand to Rhuq.
 
   Rhuq, gazing at her, stirred himself to say, “In Cyrrh, my Lady, we’ve found that the Lord Regent can die as easily and basely as the lowliest Sentinel of the Torque…here, rank means nothing off the parade ground.”  To the boys, he said behind his own hand, “She’s very beautiful.”
 
   “You want her?” Rodge offered hospitably.
 
   Ahead of them, Traive turned in his saddle, warning quietly, “It is best to move as silently as possible until we reach the first Torque—there are many things in Cyrrh that it is preferable not to attract the attention of.”
 
   “Like what?” Cerise said provokingly, without dropping the volume of her voice at all.
 
   “Hopefully you will never need to name any of them,” he said gravely.
 
   She grimaced angrily at his broad back, but everyone stopped talking for a while.  It was easy to get back on edge, Ari found.  The unmistakable wariness of their escort had them all soon scanning the innocuous countryside like the ghosts and goblins of campfire tales were lurking around the nearest tree boles.  The stags, too, were terribly alert, moving in quick, jerky strides that were much more unsettling than the smooth, rolling gait of a horse.  And they didn’t make a sound—no sticks accidentally snapped, no stones clicking on hooves or being ticked out of the way, no whuffling, snorting or passing gas.  Were it not for Traive and Melkin’s low conversation ahead of them, Ari wasn’t sure he would have heard the whole party passing even standing a few yards from the trail.  It was a little eerie.
 
   That contagious sense of alertness may have explained why all the Northerners jumped when a nearby stagrider whipped out one of his axes.  It had been sitting, apparently aimless, in mid-air for only a fraction of a second before something long and slender and pale blue fell across the upturned edge.  Neatly bisected, it fell away to either side, leaving a smear of blood to mar the intricate tracings.  The whole thing took less time than to count ‘one.’
 
   “What was that?” Cerise hissed.  The boys stared stupidly at the axe, which was being deftly cleaned and returned to its holster.
 
   “Little Blue,” the stagrider said, just above a whisper.
 
   “Little Blue?!?!” she demanded in a low, strangled voice, “Little Blue?!
 
   “What a cute name,” Rodge said weakly.
 
   “WHAT WAS IT?” Cerise cried in a whispered howl.
 
   Rhuq moved close, with a soothing motion.  No one else had even seemed to notice.  “A Lesser Blue Skysnake,” he explained calmly.  “They live high in the branches and sometimes drop down on passing prey—or just for no reason at all.”
 
   “They’re poisonous?” She didn’t look the least bit relieved.
 
   “No, no.  They eat insects, mice and moles, small birds, eggs.”
 
   “Is, uh, is there a BIG Blue?” Rodge asked, scanning the trees nervously.
 
   “Of course,” Rhuq said affably, as if they were discussing leather tanning practices.
 
   “What do they eat?” Loren asked brightly.  He and Ari had done more than their share of snake hunting…though they’d never had one appear in quite this aerial manner.
 
   “Oh, well, things like wild piglets, fawns, small children—”
 
   “You said they weren’t poisonous!” Cerise shrieked in a whisper.
 
   “They’re not,” Rhuq assured her, surprised at her bulging-eyed vehemence.  “They’re constrictors.”
 
   She stared at him, horrified.  Rodge gulped.
 
   “They swallow their prey whole…”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, we got it,” Rodge nodded quickly.
 
   This effectively quelled Cerise’s petty rebelliousness and she didn’t say a word for the next three hours.  Ari was in delights, not just over the silence, but for the thick, rustling, beautiful scenery he’d resigned himself to.  He loved the forest…especially now, when he preferred to stay out of sight of civilization for maybe the next sixty years or so.  He’d spent almost his whole life in the North and now the thought of ever returning immersed him in dread.  He was irrationally certain that the first person to see him would rush at him with whatever weapon was handy, screaming Enemy!
 
   They broke late for lunch, dismounting awkwardly by an idyllic little pool in an emerald glen.  A few late flowers were blooming and the stag immediately lowered their antlered heads to grab mouthfuls of the lush grass.  Darting dragonflies, tiny and brilliant as jewels, sparkled in the air like iridescent magic.
 
   “I thought we were in a hurry,” Cerise challenged unpleasantly as stagriders began laying out what looked like a picnic.
 
   Traive responded equably, “Yes, my Lady, but we will have to make a run for the Torque anyway—” he glanced at Melkin apologetically “—so we might as well stretch our legs a minute.”  Was there no end to the man’s patience?  Ari liked him—he was unaffected and even-tempered and obviously well able to deal with the occasional burr under the saddle.  So to speak.
 
   Melkin, for his part, seemed faintly surprised.  “We can make the first Torque a day’s ride from Jagstag?”
 
   “We go in by an eastern Gate…with Cyrrh as, er, restless as she’s been of late, I am reluctant to spend any more time outside the Torques than need be.  Her entertainments can prove disruptive to a time schedule,” he added wryly.
 
   “Just to a time schedule?” Melkin drawled, equally wry and with an odd air of camaraderie.  He seemed as comfortable with Traive as he had after weeks with Banion.
 
   “And what exactly is a torque, aside from a sort of necklace?” Cerise demanded, turning deliberately to Rhuq with the air of one bestowing a favor.  If Traive was devastated at the loss of her attention, he covered it manfully.
 
   “The protective walls around the settled areas of Cyrrh, my Lady,” Rhuq said readily, completely oblivious to her games.  “The outermost wall is the Copper Torque…we will rest easier within its arms.”
 
   Cerise just raised an eyebrow.  “Is there Enemy behind us or something?”  Ari shot her a look of disgust.  Little Blue could have been bird droppings for all she was choosing to remember of it.
 
   “My arm’s numb,” Rodge said suddenly.
 
   For as stoic as the stagriders had been up until now, this seemed to incur a disproportionate amount of concern.  To the man, they looked over at him sharply, then immediately began to scour the nearby ground, the trees, his stag—one even started picking quickly through his clothes.
 
   “What is it?” Loren asked, vaguely alarmed at this sense of industry.
 
   Rhuq shrugged, peering under some leaves and saying conversationally, “Could be anything—spider, snake, insect, bird, bee, plant—”  
 
   “Fangvine,” a stagrider announced triumphantly.  
 
   Rhuq had them all come look at it.  To Ari, it looked like the young, green branch of a rose, thorns soft and innocuous-looking.  It was wound around a tree at elbow level.
 
   Rodge, looking offended, muttered, “I don’t even remember touching it.”
 
   “It’ll wear off after a few hours,” Rhuq said lightly.  “Just don’t make a bed out of it.”
 
   Rodge glared.  “I’m not PLANNING on snuggling up to it.  I’d rather never see it again; I’d rather not make another single bed out of plant matter in my life.”  His voice was rising.  “In fact, now that you mention it, we’re supposed to be back at University right now—” he shot Melkin a seething look of accusation “—not being accosted by malevolent herbage and at the homicidal mercy of half the known world!”
 
   “Easy, Rodge,” Ari murmured, though he couldn’t help wondering why Rodge and Loren were still there.  Was Melkin really that in doubt about the intruder’s intent in Archemounte—after everything he’d told him under the willow tree?  Because Ari…Ari was becoming fairly certain it hadn’t had anything to do with Rodge or Loren.
 
   Rhuq, looking uncertainly on this little display of temper, ushered them over to where people were settling around Traive.  Ari sat right next to him, trying not to look like he was listening intently to the conversation he was having with Melkin.
 
   “There isn’t anything IN the Statue, is there?” the Master was asking Traive.
 
   Just as thoughtful, the Cyrrhidean answered, “I’ve never heard mention of it, if there is.  We should keep our minds open to possibilities…but there is one thing we can be sure of.  The mercs aren’t interested in it, or in preventing you from finding it, unless it is of tremendous benefit to them to do so.  The White Asps aren’t cheap…either there is fabulous wealth somehow intrinsic to the Statue, or someone is making it extremely lucrative for them to BE interested in it.”
 
    “Maybe they’re planning on blackmailing the Realms with it,” Loren offered.
 
   “The Realms just found out about it,” Cerise snapped condescendingly.  “And I doubt they’d pay anything for its return…nonsense…I have trouble believing all this interest—to the point of murder—could exist for a hunk of stone.  Even if it is a masterpiece,” she allowed disdainfully, picking up a piece of jerky between thumb and finger and looking at it suspiciously.  “And I’ve heard nothing along THOSE lines.”
 
   “I think,” Traive said, in his even, neutral voice, “that it is only the North that thinks of it so.”
 
   “All right then,” she persisted, meeting his eyes challengingly, “even if it has some value as a mythico-religious figure, that is not enough to attract the attention of a group out for profit.”
 
   “Mythico-religious?” Rodge looked at her askance.  “Only a politician would make up a word like that.”  
 
   Loren shook his head at him.  “That’s low.”
 
   “If the Asps are out for profit,” Traive said thoughtfully.  “Perhaps their motives are more complex…power and wealth often wind round each other indiscernibly.  At any rate, Lady, your assessment of its value explains why the Ivory removed it from Archemounte.”
 
   Melkin stilled.  Ari’s head came up.  Looking like a hawk ready to pounce on a mouse, the Master repeated slowly, “The Whiteblades took it from the North?”
 
   “The Empire,” Cerise corrected sullenly.  If people would stop interrupting, she could be having a nice, satisfying, screaming fight with Traive right now.
 
   “Without a doubt.  There is no record of it, of course, but they are the only ones that could have taken it from under the nose of both Fox and Drae.”
 
   Ari had to gulp water for the glob of venison that had suddenly turned to glue in his throat.  Melkin’s high-arched nose was almost quivering with the scent of this new trail.
 
   Cerise broke the silence with a derisive snort.  “Am I the only one that wonders how some bored milkmaid runs off, joins the cult of Il, decides she’s going to play the part of—I don’t know, Elinore—”
 
   “There isn’t an Elinore,” Traive and Ari said at the same time.
 
   “MY POINT IS that these eighteen-year-old girls, from completely unremarkable, normal lives, up and join the Whiteblades and are suddenly endowed with legendary physical skills, death-defying heroic feats, overwhelming compassion and self-sacrifice…”
 
   “They’re stories,” Loren said exasperatedly.  “Who wants to listen to tales of needlework projects and recipe collections?”
 
   “Bah,” she snorted ineloquently.
 
   The venison was delectable, spicy and soft, utterly delicious after the weeks of smoked fish they’d picked up in Merrani, but it could have been shoe leather for all Ari noticed.
 
   “Do you know where they took it?” Melkin asked urgently.  They all looked at the Cyrrhidean, who was slowly shaking his head.  Ari saw that he had a scar on his temple.  In fact, if you looked closely, his face was rather thoroughly used, with that noticeable aplomb that comes from a vast and varied range of life experiences.  Or, in some, the complete lack thereof.
 
   “Fox,” he said in his quiet voice.  Ari looked up, sweeping the forest with a faint interest—they were rarely seen on the eastern side of the Dragonspine.  But Traive wasn’t commenting on the sly critter with the bushy tail, and Ari about jumped out of his skin when he turned back to find a strange man squatting mere inches from him.  He was bare-chested and in obviously good physical condition, just casually kneeling in his indeterminate-colored clothing with his eyes on Traive’s face.
 
   “Run north,” Traive told him, low and thoughtful, while they all tried to figure out where he’d come from.  “Scout out the Wise Ones.  I want to know where they are at all times for the next couple months.”
 
   The strange man may have secretly acknowledged this, but all the Northerners saw was him rise and disappear, quick and soundless, into the surrounding forest.  
 
   “Break camp,” Traive said into the stillness, barely any louder, so that it was a little startling when the stagriders leaped to their feet like he’d screamed it.  They swept the picnic into saddlepacks in a record amount of time—a prompt kind of people, apparently—and before the Northerners had hardly time to get to their feet, their stags were being led over to them.
 
   As they started off again, Rhuq attempted to answer the barrage of questions from a demanding Cerise, who was showing every sign of spending her time in Cyrrh perpetually peeved.
 
   “So, they’re a branch of the Sentinels,” she summarized impatiently.
 
   “No, no.  The Silver Fox are an entire different branch of the Cyrrhidean tree of forces,” he disclaimed, riding close to her as the party picked up a fast walk.
 
   “Like the gryphon riders,” Loren cut in happily.
 
   “Taloners,” Rhuq corrected amiably.
 
   Ahead of them, Traive briefly raised his hand, and as a herd they picked up the pace.  Almost immediately, they turned down one of the trails to the west, wide and well-used despite its steepness, and began to head down off the side of the Dragonspine.
 
   Right away, Cyrrh became noticeably closer and thicker around them, underbrush growing into an almost solid wall, vines starting to dangle frequently into the trail and to wind in and out among the trees.  Cerise, probably remembering Little Blue now, kept glancing up apprehensively.  All she saw was birdlife—tons of it, most in gaudy plumage and with such raucous cries that Rodge started wincing at the steadily increasing cacophony.
 
   Ari began to be a little glad for the high-pommeled saddles, even if they chafed.  His legs ached from gripping the narrow, uncomfortable stag, they were going so unrelentingly downhill; he was sure Rodge would never have been able to hang on.
 
   Within that first day in Cyrrh, however, those stags made their value known.  The warm, golden light of afternoon had turned the heat and ratcheting humidity into an oven.  No cool breezes could penetrate the dense vegetation where they were now and they were all getting more and more uncomfortable the lower they dropped.  Then, over the vibrating, 360º blanket of insect and bird song, they heard a strange, barking cry.  The Northerners probably wouldn’t even have noticed it, except that it made the stags lift their heads alertly, flicking back their big ears.
 
   It was followed quickly by another, and though this one was fainter, the great, antlered heads swung up, searching for the source.
 
   “What was that?” Rodge, Loren, and Cerise all said at once.
 
   The sound came again and every Cyrrhidean-born creature there glanced over their shoulder in its direction.
 
   “Sounds like Redfangs,” Rhuq said, after what seemed an interminable span filled with growing apprehension and several more cries.  The Sentinels all seemed composed and calm, but Ari was learning that was not necessarily a good indicator of threat level.  And the stags were definitely uneasy.  
 
   “What are—” Cerise began, when another of the cries, much closer, cut her off.  The Sentinels didn’t even look this time, they just loosed the stag’s reins and the animals bounded into a lope.  The Northerners’ beasts, firmly entrenched in herd instinct and probably not interested in being left behind anyway, went right with them, so quickly that Rodge barely had time to yelp and grab for his saddle horn.  
 
   They ran.  And ran.  The lack of shock absorption that Ari had noticed earlier quickly became glaringly manifest, rather painfully accentuated by the steep decline.  They jolted and jounced and jarred downhill, Rodge stuttering in choppy protest.  Worse, a lot of the background noise had gone quiet, which made the strange cries much more clear.  They were more urgent, too, drawing closer and reminding Ari so much of hounds baying after their prey that he felt the hair on the back of his neck come up.
 
   The stags were tireless, keeping up their lope as the minutes dragged edgily on, managing the steep, uneven ground without a stumble.  Sometimes overcome by a spasm of instinct, they would swerve and dart through each other, as if eluding a predator, before being drawn sharply back in line.  It was still a remarkably disciplined group, to Ari’s mind, with the Northerners firmly in the middle of the whole leaping dance of flying hooves and swinging antlers, racing downhill.
 
   Anxiety and adrenaline began to mount, though, keeping pace with that unshakable, barking clamor.  It was the ominous tenacity that was so chilling, and as dusk deepened and the gloom of the jungle became a pressing, living thing, the sound swelled behind them in a sinister wave.  It drowned out the sound of smacking leaves and vines, the drumming of sharp hooves into the soft, rich soil, the clack of agitated antlers, and the sounds of Ari’s harsh breathing.  He and Loren were both glancing back behind them to see if they could catch a glimpse of their pursuers, but they had to stop as another chilling crescendo sent the stags into a burst of inspired speed.  It took all their concentration just to hang on as the animals hurtled downhill, intent on outracing gravity as well as the looming specters behind them; he was beginning to see the reasoning behind the leg straps.
 
   When he next had a chance to throw a glance over his shoulder, he was rewarded with a sight that chilled him to the bone.  Shadows…a score, it seemed to him, filling the jungle behind them, bigger and taller than a man, with long arms and misshapen legs, flitting almost faster than the eye could follow—in the trees.  Whatever Redfangs were, they didn’t walk on the ground like men.  The building pandemonium of dreadful screams and strange, vicious barks only added to the horror.   Eyes wide, mouth dry, he jerked his head back around, hunching instinctively low in the saddle, wondering in frantic panic what they were, how they could keep up with stags…what they would do to them if they caught them…
 
   The Sentinels around were not at all reassuring—to the man they now rode with their reins secured to their pommels and hands full of axe and knife.  Their compact bodies clung so easily to the lunging stags that Ari was tempted to draw his own sword, pretty sure he’d feel safer with steel at hand.  Preferably in hand.  But then a vine slashed across his face, his nerves almost snapped from the terrified tension, and so close behind them that he could hear the whuffling grunt that followed it, a bestial, snarling cry rent the thick air.  Cerise screamed and adrenaline jetted through him even as his blood curdled.
 
   The stags leapt forward in lightning-fast response, digging in with their haunches just as one of the phantom man-things—creatures—airborne monsters—whatever they were, gave an inhuman scream.  It echoed, a paean of terror, through the almost utter darkness, the embodiment of every nightmare ever had, the essence of the unknown night that man has feared from his creation.
 
   Cerise screamed again at the sound, choking it down in a sob, then more of the spine-shuddering, demonic cries sounded out.  But, they were different from the previous ones, as if pain was wrapped up in the malice.  One, then another, then a third and fourth, in quick succession over the rising background din that Ari was sure was drawing even with them.  After the last, his overwrought senses were sure they heard, or felt, or half-sensed, a thump behind them.  He jerked his head around, unable to stop it, deathly afraid one of the things had taken to the ground in pursuit.  As if that would somehow be worse.
 
   Outside the jungle, there was a full moon, and in a sudden break of the thick canopy of tree tops, the ghostly half-light illuminated for a second a puzzling, shocking scene:  a black, mannish shadow shape lying unmoving in the middle of the trail.  In that momentary glimpse, Ari was sure he’d seen a short, feathered shaft protruding from the creature’s breast.
 
   Fragile as a flower in a black gale, hope blossomed in his own chest.  Aid?  Was someone helping them?  His adrenaline-jacked brain flew to the memory of the mysterious archer on the other side of the Dragonspine—what he wouldn’t give to be running from a nice, normal, bloodthirsty thug right now.
 
   Things were moving so fast, his senses could barely register them; the cries were becoming so constant it was like a sheer wall of bedlam rising behind them, but he was sure that there was a note of desperation, of frustrated fury in the predatory wails.  And then, suddenly, there was the impression, the flickering sense, of solid walls rising around them in the darkness, the muting of the horrid screams.  So fast it was akin to a slap in the face, the stags flashed through that dimly sensed passage of solidity and came to a shuddering, jolting, milling halt.
 
   The Northerners, still panting with terror, gasped at the abruptness.  There was torchlight.  People.  Eyes wide, they stared around them at relative calm, at a murmur of soothing voices, at hands moving to unstrap their legs and still the restless, blowing stags.  Cerise, crying openly, dropped her face into her hands.
 
   Traive himself helped her dismount and held her for a few moments, unembarrassed and speaking softly into her rather alarming hair.  Rodge just sat there, eyes bulging, breath racking his chest, but Ari and Loren, staring at each other in confusion, began to laugh.  Relief flooded through them in a great wave.  They were alive.  They were safe.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   They headed south into a dry and desiccated land.  The landscape, wavering with heat, was as parched as an old bone, empty as a wasteland, and smelled of nothing but hot.  They were a large party and the dust kicked up by the delicate hooves of all those horses hung in the motionless air like a screen.  It choked off their air.  It almost completely obstructed vision.  It stuck to her clammy skin like flour to a wet roast.
 
   Sable couldn’t remember when she’d been happier.
 
   There were several reasons to explain this curious state of being.  First off, she’d persuaded the Queensknight, who had ultimate charge of her security, to ditch Sneed.  Her parade horse didn’t have nearly the interest in forward motion necessary to keep up with the feisty Aerachs everyone else rode.  Delightfully, along with Sneed’s stately plod she’d managed to leave behind the vast majority of the cloying entourage that she’d been saddled with en route to the Kingsmeet.  Her entire party now consisted of her maid Evara, a very nervous Queensknight, and one Lieutenant Waylan, Androssan’s military attaché; she was positively heady with the unfettered freedom.  Sugar on the melon was the springy little piebald mare she’d been loaned, bright white coat covered with rich, reddish-brown blotches, so energetic compared to Sneed’s narcoleptic pace that she was almost skipping under her saddle.
 
   There were other reasons for her lightheartedness, but she hadn’t quite been able to articulate them yet.  They had to do, somehow, with the Rach.  It took about a minute and a half to understand Merranics.  They had a constitutional monarchy, laws, rules, regulations, charters, infrastructure, and an economy.  The Rach had nothing even remotely similar.  The Merranics were comfortably familiar, their incompetence taken for granted—they were unorganized, easily distracted, often unreasonable, and loud.  Not so the Rach.  Merrani was viewed tolerantly from the other side of the Ethammers as a struggling, undisciplined child, but at least a human child.
 
   The Rach…well, the Rach were something else altogether.  Most of it incomprehensible.
 
   A bloodthirsty, simple- and single-minded autocracy, they lived to fight.  They had no discernible culture or societal structure, no government, not a lick of financial sense, and an unacknowledged trade deficit several centuries old.  Their ways were so alien, they were almost considered blasphemous, and in the northern Empire, no one even spoke of them.  As if they were some sort of hopelessly embarrassing blight on the Realms.  Their centuries of protecting the North were not usually mentioned, and were treated to a sort of sniffing condescension when they were.
 
   But Sable had grown up in the south, where the Rach wore the burnished glow of Legend.  Closer to the oozing danger of the Sheel, southerners tended to have a better memory of their neighbors; what were tales and tidbits of insight to the rest of the Realms were day-to-day doings in the backyard of the Empire.  The stories and songs of valiant Heroes and noble deeds were still trotted out at the fairs and fests, and Sable could well remember the flush of excitement when real Rach showed up to dance or enter the Northern contests.  Even from her home, she had sometimes seen them far across the Daroe, riding so effortlessly they looked like part of their horses in the distant, hazy heat.
 
   She was an adult now, of course, inured to handsome smiles and a comely physique...but perhaps there was a little nostalgia.  And the bottom line was that even in the harsh and cynical light of maturity…they were impossible to simply dismiss. 
 
   As soon as they were across the Daroe, the huge honor guard—fully the size of her own Northern retinue without any of its self-important dignity—visibly and audibly relaxed.  Laughter, uninhibited talk, voluble jesting began to punctuate the air, so unexpectedly that Sable turned in her saddle at the front to see what had happened.  One thing that had happened was that most of the warriors had slipped out of their loose white blouses and were now riding along in their vests or naked to the waist.  She quickly resumed face-front, glad her cheeks were already red from the heat.  
 
   Kore grinned next to her.  “We always feel a little constrained north of the Daroe,” he admitted ruefully—with so much familiarity that Rorig, the Queensknight, bristled at him from the other side of his Queen.  Kore, Shagreen of the Wing of the Hilt, cousin to the Rach, and the same impassioned Council that had sat at his elbow the last few days, was in charge.  Sable had refused to be disappointed when Rach Kyr reluctantly said his goodbyes earlier.  He, the Iryx and Ishtan Shagreens, and a small group of Hilt riders had galloped off over the horizon like Merranics late to a brawl, obviously fretting about the neglected Enemy.
 
    It was good, she told herself.  He would be a distraction and she was on business.  She had weeks to pick the mind of the friendly Shagreen next to her; her knowledge of the Rach would be almost complete by the time they reached the Ramparts.  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Kore slip out of his blouse, which were apparently a great burden to these people.
 
   Well.  Perhaps she’d start her interview later.
 
   The commotion behind her was picking up alarmingly, the heat and dust apparently not dampening any of the pleasures of being out of Crossing.  She had to stop herself from looking back so often in the next few moments that Kore (probably thinking himself perceptive) said, “You must forgive our wildness.  I know it’s not your way.”
 
   She smiled at him wordlessly, not wanting to open her mouth for the dust and not about to start a conversation that would entail eye-contact.  She saw him beckon to someone behind him and a rider rode up with a square of soft cloth, which he hospitably held out to her.  
 
   “Once we reach the River Idon, the road will pack and the dust die down, but until then, this will help protect your nose and mouth,” he explained at her blank look, courteously showing her how to tie it around her lower face.
 
   Rorig was positively glowering by the time he’d finished.  No Northerner would ever have dared to approach her Royal personage so intimately, especially without a shirt on.  Sable found it wasn’t as bad as she’d expected.  It was a very well-formed torso, after all.
 
   The Idon finally separated itself from the more energetic Daroe and came to join them in flaccid tranquility off to their right, bringing with it an occasional, slightly cool breeze and every once in a while a great cottonwood or clump of willows.  Sable, lowering her kerchief in relief, saw that the land wasn’t really the featureless waste that it seemed when seen through a film of Imperial dust.  On either side of them, stretching to the horizon, were the vast cotton fields that clothed the Realms.  They were spent now, harvest greedily gathered in and only a few forlorn tufts of white left on all those leagues of stunty dark bushes.
 
   Emboldened by her own newly naked face and feeling like she could handle what was apparently an innocent cultural immodesty, she finally turned around for a closer look at her escort.  They were traveling in a troupe of what looked like entire moving households.  Wives scolded, children shouted and played, dogs barked and chased the children, horses loaded down with heaps of cloth and cooking utensils trudged along, carefully avoiding tripping on either.  In the now clear, searing air, she could see there was cheerful, clamorous activity and smiling brown faces everywhere she looked.  Next to them, the few Northerners looked pasty, sour, and shriveled, their comparably taller, heftier horses making it seem like they were looking down on their traveling companions.  Most of them were looking down on their traveling companions.  
 
   A child not more than three or four came up and passed them just then, carelessly bareback on a prancing stallion.  Glancing at Kore, who didn’t seem to notice that the entire formation was frisking around doing whatever it wanted, she said, “He was awfully young to be riding alone, wasn’t he?”
 
   Kore smiled, warm brown eyes looking disconcertingly right into hers.  “Aerach children learn to ride almost before they learn to walk.  By the time they’re adults,” he said drolly, “some are so bad that they’ll mount up to walk over to the next tent.”
 
   This was a novel experience, to have conversation with no ulterior motive, like she was just your run-of-the-mill human off the street.  Smiling faintly, she patted the glossy neck of her mare.  “If we had horses like this in the North, we’d probably be more inclined to the saddle, too.  Alas, they don’t fare so well in the snow.”  Were all Rach so informal?  Or were they just too primitive to really understand rank?  
 
   “Word is,” Kore said conspiratorially, eyes glowing as they rested on her face, “that the snow lies so thick in the northern Empire that it covers a man’s head, standing.”
 
   “Depends on the man,” she said, feeling a little playful in her role as casual fellow Realmsman.    “It usually doesn’t make it past King Kane’s shoulders.”  He grinned artlessly at her and she grinned back.  Rorig frowned suspiciously.
 
   It wasn’t just Kore.  All Rach seemed to come with this casual, rather endearing familiarity.  There wasn’t an ounce of either disrespect or presumption in it—it was more like rulers were considered…part of the family.  By the time they stopped for lunch, the Queensknight was almost apoplectic.
 
   Several young warriors (they all seemed young to her—where were the grizzled veterans you saw in Northern units?) leapt off their mounts as the party drew up, rushing to the Idon and wading in with their daggers drawn.  Immediately, they began spearing fish.  Sable hadn’t even brought the mare to a complete halt, yet.  She held off dismounting, watching them with a smile tugging at her lips. You’d think you were surrounded by Drae, at a casual glance.  Corded muscles rippled in the sun, black hair thatched lean, handsome, intent faces, and they were blindingly fast, agile as dancers.  But then others joined the fishermen, and the vision vanished.  You’d never see such rakish smiles on a Dra, never hear such gusts of jollity or such relentless teasing.
 
   In fact, within moments, the two fishermen right in front of her seemed to have lost interest in their task and became more concerned with the sense of competition that had apparently been fueling it.  Laughing, they lunged at each other, and almost immediately were hidden by a strongly supportive and steadily increasing crowd.  A tremendous amount of noise began to emanate from the sparkling water, a sort of instant exhibition, jeers, cheers, raucous catcalls punctuating the air, and several side-dunkings going on, since everyone was in the spirit. 
 
   And Sable, dismounting on the almost deserted bank, paused, poised on the edge of her stirrup, held captive by a sudden cessation of time.  The sun glinted off the bronzed bodies and white teeth of the Rach, haloing them in glowing radiance.  The disturbed crests of the Idon flashed in blinding reflection and every drop of water turned into a brilliant diamond, making the air thick with sparkling light.  The sound of pure, carefree enjoyment seemed to echo through her, fading as if she was standing a long, long way away, and the sense of camaraderie, of togetherness, of vibrant, vivid life washed over her like a physical wave.  Something inside her gave a funny lurch.
 
   They didn’t take long for lunch, the fish seemingly grilled before she’d finished washing her face, and before long, the road was in front of them again.  The short break, however, was compensated for by the complimentary traveling entertainment.
 
   Sable had never seen grown men with so much energy.  After about the fifth pair of riders spurted away from the column, bent low and lithe over horses running like their tails were on fire, she realized that they were racing.  They were magnificent riders, mounting and dismounting their horses with the ease most people climbed stairs.  They sat and rode them as effortlessly as Northerners sat in chairs.  She’d never seen such horsemanship.  They clambered all over them, too, hanging halfway off their backs, standing up, leaping from one to another—a ceaseless and inexplicable buffoonery.  They would unhook the horses from the great flat sledges hauling hay back to the desert and bind themselves in the traces, pulling against each other amidst a din of supportive shouts.  There was endless jesting.  And everything was a competition.
 
   It was no surprise that the Rach made an, er, active camp come dusk.  They rode long hours, probably not finding it particularly onerous to do so (the Royal entourage from Archemounte had to stop by late afternoon in order to get the elaborate travelling court in working order) and had the entire camp set up in thirty minutes.  Tents were staked, livestock tethered, fires started, a steer butchered and steaks on the grill, and a loose guard posted.
 
   While everyone trotted purposefully and efficiently around, Rorig escorted the Northern ladies down to the Idon to wash up a little.  In a matter of minutes, Evara, taking the none-too-subtle hint from his smoldering eyes, moved obediently out of earshot.  Which left her Majesty to bear the full brunt of his uninhibited conversation when she looked up from washing her face.  
 
   “They’re barbarians,” Rorig hissed hotly.  “Riding bareback, naked, with no sense of discipline or control or courtesy to your Majesty.  There’s no safety here—your security and well-being are a joke to them!”
 
   Sable, casting about for some soothing reply, said irrelevantly, “They’re only half naked, and they don their shirts in the heat of the day—didn’t you hear Kore say it’s actually cooler to wear light fabric when the sun’s rays are directly on you?”
 
   For a native of a Realm noted for its logic and tolerance, the Queensknight didn’t look like he was interested in either at the moment.  He took a step closer to her, the outrage on his white, firm-chinned face changing into one of almost pleading.
 
   “Sable,” he said softly, more daring than he’d ever been before, which made her inexplicably regret the familiarity she’d been trying to cultivate between them, “this is beneath you…and…and you are in danger here.”  He added that last a little lamely, as if realizing the first part may have been a teensy bit forward.
 
   She steeled herself at his closeness—he was developing quite a unique odor under his full armor—and said with finality, “Their culture is going to have differences that we will graciously accept while we are their guests.  I don’t want to hear any more about this.”  She turned briskly away, then paused.  “You have my permission to go unarmored here.  I’m sure it’s, um, uncomfortable in this heat.”
 
   Back at camp, the energy of the Rach had only seemed to intensify.  She was, of course, in the middle of the bivouac and could hear them from every direction.  Ripples of laughter, outbursts of good-natured ribbing, cheers (they were vocally supportive of everything), surrounded her, and now from every direction the sound of guitars and of song began to drift across the night.
 
   Kore, across the fire from her, watched her face turning reflexively with each burst of music and said laughingly, “Tonight, we will dance for you.”
 
   Rorig, irremediably hostile by now at anything Aerach, muttered from behind her, “Your Majesty.”
 
   He could have been a fly for all the attention they paid him.  Once they’d finished dinner—an educational affair for Sable, as it turned out that Rach ate with their fingers, off beaten copper trenchers, using their delicious flat bread to sop up juices—Sable forgot him, too.
 
   The Rach danced liked they did everything, with whole-hearted enjoyment.  They leapt and spun and twirled, the horse warriors of the desert, the firelight making the tanned, lithe bodies seem to take flight as they circled it in an oddly disciplined abandon.  It was a captivating, primal kind of night, the half-naked dancers, the wild music, the powerful stamping of strong legs and stirring shouts of young lungs, with overhead and all around nothing but silent, timeless space and stars.
 
   She lay sleepless for hours afterward, despite her healthy weariness.  The camp was completely quiet.  Unlike the Northerners’, the Aerach encampment was spread out over acres.  That had set Rorig off again when he noticed it and she had to listen to him grouse under his breath about poor military judgment and lack of leadership, amongst other things.  Sable, privately, thought the Rach didn’t feel any particular threat.  They certainly weren’t intimidated by the vast, dark, empty space that was their only companionship for leagues in any direction.  It was very strange to her—no houses, no buildings of any type, no people, and no mountains to border the world, anywhere.
 
   The tent flaps, simple, undyed linen with Kyr’s bright copper sun stitched into the cloth, wafted gently inwards with a blessed breeze that cooled her hot skin.  How odd, she thought as the night settled in even warmer and closer after its passage, that she seemed to be so at ease—enjoying herself, almost—among such primitive people.  Who, frankly, seen through the sharp lens of Northern glass, were utter failures.  Most of them hadn’t a tirnal to their name, felt no sense of duty propelling them to correct this, and spent their lives in apparent light-hearted ease.  It was as if all the rigid rules and regularly spaced grids of life proscribed by Marek didn’t exist here.  And how could they be so…so…so HAPPY without a goal, without anything to strive for?  Even she, Queen of the North and a raging success by any standard, felt the constant pressure to succeed, to be always in control, to make more tirna for the Realm.
 
   Against her will, thoughts of her much-removed ancestress, Karmine (who, for love of Il immediately interjected her mind) drifted into her thoughts.  Could that have been part of Karmine’s fall?  Perhaps she, like the Rach, was raised without the confining strictures of Marek?  Sable had sort of mentally cubby-holed her as a faintly silly sentimentalist, to be so swayed by irresponsible emotion…but what if the ways of the Empire were not, to her, the absolute and all-consuming bonds that they were to the average Northerner?  That was somehow easier on the mind than the thought that she’d simply disregarded them, or that she was a dismissible blot on the sacred list of Royal Line, or worse…that her god was somehow more important than Realm and Throne.
 
     The next day, Kore introduced her to his family.  In order of importance, apparently: Grimtread, his midnight stallion, the hunting falcon, Gynnan, the pack of dogs, who bulged with lean clumps of muscle, came in soft shades of fawn, red, blue and the odd brindle, and were called Porsha, Trian, Aranta, Neerak, Barava, Uristi, and Shika, and his wife and three children—whom he forgot to name.
 
   Her Majesty watched with appropriate appreciation when the hawk was flown in search of lunch, murmured over the excellent coat of the horse, smiled warmly at the family…but her real interest was in the dogs.  Sighthounds, fine-boned and with thin, satin-soft coats, they were famous in the southern Empire for their speed; they could outrun even the long-legged bear hounds of Merrani.  She’d already made friends with Shika, a delicate beauty in the shade of dusty grey they called blue.  Like all of them, she was sleek and narrow and gentle, with a soft, slender muzzle that kept finding its way into Sable’s hands.
 
   By the afternoon of that second day, the Shimmering Downs came into view on the horizon, a series of low, brown hills almost obscured by heat waves.  They’d been there quite a while before Sable recognized them for what they were, and then only because a couple of warriors shouted it out behind her and set off for them at a dead run.  She was getting an earnest lesson in the intricacies of falconing from Kore’s oldest son Kenai when they came back.  Except instead of flying past, they came straight to Kore, reining in so sharply that their horses almost sat down.  Dirt and dust flew everywhere, and over the commotion, Sable clearly heard their excited voices.
 
   “‘Tip!” they cried in warning, “Flying!”
 
   Instantly, Kore touched his heels to his stallion, and no sooner was the space next to her vacated of his presence than a half dozen now-quiet warriors fell in around her, completely encapsulating her in Rach.  Rorig was left abruptly on the periphery, dropping several notches in dignity as he tried to force his way back to his Queen’s side.  Sable wasn’t even aware of him, she was so curious about the sudden wary focus among the warriors, though by no stretch of the imagination could you call them nervous.  The look on their bronzed faces was more akin to boys focused on the berry tart stand at the fair than it was soldiers expecting imminent danger.
 
   Sable calmly let the time play out, not even bothering to ask what was going on—military jargon in the North was unintelligible enough.  She couldn’t even imagine trying to make sense of what she was likely to hear from the Rach.  Men loved their games.
 
   The dust cloud that held the Shagreen came to a stop and dissolved into recognizable forms not too far ahead.  She could see clearly now that there was someone coming from the opposite direction, and there were a few scant seconds of inactivity when he pulled up on meeting Kore.
 
   To her surprise, there followed sudden and violent action—the incoming rider was yanked off his mount and thrown to the ground.  Her eyes widened as one of Kore’s men began lashing at the prone figure as if he held a whip, though she couldn’t see that from where she was.  In contrast to her alarm, the Rach around her relaxed into talk, some chuckling and shaking their heads, some calling out what was absolute gibberish to Sable’s ears back to their comrades.  None of them seemed overly troubled by the unexplained flogging going on a couple hundred yards to their front.
 
   By the time the troupe grew close enough to really see what was going on, it was over.  The person on the ground was rising gingerly to his feet, a whip being grimly coiled up by one of the nearby men.  He stiffly remounted his lathered horse, his face very dirty, and as he turned and headed back the way he’d come, she was appalled to see his bare back laced with thin red ribbons where the lash had drawn blood.  He couldn’t have been more than eleven or twelve.
 
   When Kore headed back to join them, Sable almost didn’t recognize him.  If it weren’t for his worn buckskins and the fact he was mounted, he could have been a Dra, so set and implacable was his face.  It softened as he met her eyes, swinging the black in next to her mare.  She must not have been completely composed, because he said, “Don’t be distressed, Lady Queen, it was of no matter.  A Wingtip, bringing a routine message.”
 
   “He was beaten…?” she said in a carefully neutral tone.
 
   The Shagreen’s eyebrows gathered blackly.  “It is a grave infraction for a ‘Tip to run a horse like that for no reason.  Much depends on them in battle; they must know the importance of garnering their horse’s strength.”  
 
   Rorig, who’d finally muscled his way back to Sable after his most recent and deeply felt humiliation, was apparently done with his silent protector role.  “We are obviously NOT in the middle of a battle, your undisciplined men race all over the plain, and he was flayed ‘til he bled.  Don’t you think that’s a bit excessive?” he said accusingly.
 
   “No,” Kore said, facing him contentiously.  “Hundreds of men depend on that boy’s judgment; it can take a ‘Tip days to run a message down the length of a Wing, and if he can’t get it to the right men by the right time, it could mean thousands of deaths, the success of the whole mission, the integrity of the Ramparts—even the safety of the Empire itself.  I should have made him walk back and pulled him from the Wings.”
 
   “I’m sure he would have preferred it,” Rorig muttered snappishly.
 
   Kore gave him an even look.  “A dismounted Rach is a dishonored Rach.”
 
   Sable pondered all this for quite a while.  She wasn’t even particularly comfortable with Northern military justice—though obviously she understood the necessity for discipline—and she was pretty sure they did nothing so brutal as what she’d just witnessed.  But what was most irreconcilable was the reflexive harshness, the quick jump to corporal punishment from men so utterly amiable and open and jocular in their day-to-day lives…what sort of people were these?
 
   That night, they settled into the gentle curves of the Shimmering Downs.  Unlike the flat iron of the plains, up here the sunset brought marked relief, though they’d left the Idon and the chance to wash down there, too.  You got used to the reek, she found.  Especially if you were contributing.
 
   There was casual talk about the fate of the messenger that night around the fire—all of it universally unsympathetic.  Sable, feeling like she was a detective hunting out clues about this baffling society, was listening closely and so happened to hear one of the warriors make an idle comment about the ‘sign of the Empress.’   Mind immediately on a whole different track, she hurriedly swallowed the bit of succulent steak impeding her and asked sharply, “There’s news of the Statue?”
 
   Most of the Rach looked at her curiously, as if she was neighing instead of speaking, but Kore’s face flashed a white smile in the dim firelight.  “The Empress hasn’t always been a Statue,” he chuckled.  He looked at her thoughtfully, then his eyes shifted beyond her.
 
   “Noska!” he cried extravagantly, flashing a sly grin at her at the same time.  “A tale!  A tale of our human Empress!”
 
   He came over to their fire, this Noska, and it was like a beacon had flashed out over the whole camp.  An immediate whispering of boots and whushing of moving bodies seemed to come in a rush all around their campfire.  Mothers with little ones in their laps appeared out of nowhere, warriors lounged themselves into piles of brown muscles and leathers.  The Northerners drew back a little, heads swiveling at the great press of bodies, and, actually, a little at Noska himself.  At some point in his life, his face had met up with a blade, and not to his beautification.  In the North, anyone that disfigured would have been far from society, perhaps on a quiet farm—and if he hadn’t the self-respect to do it himself, his friends would’ve made sure of it for him.
 
   Sable assumed it was steelscore, the jagged, grotesque scar through his empty eye socket, but it didn’t seem to be the least disturbing to the Rach.  No one winced or politely averted their eyes, and even the small children gathered close around him with delighted, upturned faces.  A wet nose thrust itself into Sable’s hand and without even having to look she began stroking Shika’s velvety head.  Kore gave her a brilliant grin, proud of himself, leaning back comfortably so that his flat belly rippled in the firelight.  His wife Taneh settled in companionably, close to the crook of his arm and body.
 
   Rorig bristled like a pine tree at the shameless exhibition of bare skin, but she shushed him with a glance, focusing on the storyteller like he held the secret of immortality and hoping the Queensknight would get the hint.  There was just no use comparing the two cultures…too much disparity, too much antipathy (at least on Rorig’s part), was between them.  She sighed contentedly.  It was rough, this ambassadorial work, but she’d keep at it.
 
   Noska, with the flair of his trade, stood absolutely and theatrically motionless.  Not a word passed his slightly twisted lips until there wasn’t a whisper of sound from his audience, until the stillness of the camp matched the stillness of the night, until it seemed the whole universe was holding its breath.  And then he began, in a great, rich, rolling voice you’d never suspect could come out of that disfigured face or that lean chest:
 
   “When Rach Kyle came first to these great sands, forgotten by the gods, at the head of a fierce and mighty host, fighting for every yard of ground, he took a mate from among the dusky daughters of his companions.  From her he begot eighteen sons.”
 
   Sable choked on her water.  The Rach warriors half rose to their feet, cheering lustily.
 
   “But from all his sons born brave and true, ‘twas the last he thought most fit to rule.  His name was Kileen, and he begot nine sons.”
 
   For several seconds of genealogy, Sable was held spellbound; this was the legendary ‘oral tradition’ that one learned about at University.  For the next several seconds after that, as names of sons and sons of sons and sons of their sons rolled seamlessly off Noska’s skilled tongue, she was further amazed that it could go on so long.  Shamed as she was to admit it, because, really, it was an impressive list to commit to memory, after several minutes of faceless names had filled the air…her attention began to drift.  Idly, she began to surreptitiously study the intent faces around her.  Virility flowed off the Rach in waves, faces all bronze planes and flashing eyes, bodies sleek and supple.  But for all the striking good looks and radiating energy of the men, the women were completely different.  In their faces, the sharp angles smoothed to soft ovals graced with a haunting, ethereal beauty.  Their eyes were dark pools of mystery, manner deft and reserved—calm, steady rocks to the warriors’ dashing waves.  She’d seen the few unmarried Rach men, usually little more than teenagers, watching the girls so breathlessly, so intently, they’d stop mid-sentence to follow them with their eyes.  The girls were slender and graceful as willows, going about their prosaic tasks like princesses, completely impervious to the flattering stares.
 
   There was a pause and Sable glanced back to the storyteller.  Could the Rach finally be done begetting?
 
   “And then,” Noska said in a low and important voice, “the line was broken, forever.  By one humble stonemason who could not even ride.  This is his story.”
 
   Anticipation built like a summer storm as Noska let the silence drag.  
 
   “His name was Kaskari and he was a builder, making docks on the Eastern Sea and whatever few buildings the Rach required.  One night, helping to repel an attack, he chased the Tarq far into the Sheel and became separated from his companions.  When the steel had grown silent, he found himself alone—and in the middle of the rainy season in the endless Sheel.  For four days and three nights he wandered under a cloudy sky, seeing neither sun nor stars, lost, helpless, and despairing.”
 
   “It was on the fourth night that he could go no farther.  Sinking to the sand, his body but a dry husk, his mind fading away, he resigned himself to never wake again.”
 
   “But there was a different plan for Kaskari and a purpose for him yet.  He was woken.  By a touch on his brow cool as the sea at dawn.  He woke refreshed, water once again pumping through his body, and looked with amazement on his rescuer.  It was a woman, dressed as in starlight, with black hair that swung to her ankles and eyes as bright as pools in moonlight.”
 
   Sable raised a quiet eyebrow.  Sounded like a man lost in the desert, all right.
 
   “Fair lady,’ croaked Kaskari, for his voice was still rough and dry, ‘who art thou?  Thou hast surely pulled me from the very jaws of death.”
 
   “My name matters little,’ she said in a voice soft and soothing as an oasis breeze, ‘for I am many things to many people.  What is of true import is that you come to know Il and take His strength for your own, that you might have life.”
 
   Sable felt like she’d been slapped in the face.  Il?  Here?  What was this sudden over-abundance of Illianism, when she’d barely been aware of its existence the past twenty-two years of her life?
 
   “Who is he, that I might know him?’ Kaskari asked, confused.”
 
   “He is the great God, the God of power and love and justice and compassion, and He wishes all men to know His Peace.”
 
   “Kaskari shook his head, even more confused. ‘The gods have forsaken the Rach.  We are outcast and alone.”
 
   “No more,’ said his mysterious rescuer.  ‘Il desires you to be His people—not because you are worthy, but because you are His.  His honor will be your honor, His strength your strength, and His mercy your mercy.  He is all that is good and strong and right and true, and He would have you as His own.”
 
   “And Kaskari felt suddenly a great longing swell up in him for such a god, for him and for his people, and he cried out, ‘Tell me how we can have this great thing, for long have my people been desolate and without joy in this harsh new land!”
 
   “You are a generous man, to think of your people while you lay almost dying, far from home in the trackless Sheel.  Come with me now, my friend, and we will return to your Rach and I will tell you many things.”
 
   Sable shifted uncomfortably.  Northerners never moralized in their stories—it irritated the audience.  Besides, this was reminding her of things Elger the Shepherd had told her that she’d thought she was done thinking about.
 
   “And then into Kaskari’s view stepped a pure white horse, mane and tail like a silver comet against the night sky, and he knew her for who she was.  For who but the Empress wandered alone and without fear through the Realms, ministering to those in desperate need and accompanied only by her great white horse, Spirit?”
 
   Who was obviously a regional addition.  Sable had never heard a single tale that had the Empress on the back of a horse of any color…but then, of what interest would a heroine without a horse be to a Rach?
 
   “In great awe Kaskari clung to the back of the white stallion, for he had been crippled from birth.  Never had he been able to move with more than a shambling walk or run, nor to sit astride even the smoothest of mounts.  But his delight in being able to ride was but a dim glow compared to the wondrous words of the Empress.  All that night and through the next they rode, taking neither food nor drink, while she told him of the awesome mystery of her God.  And when the sun rose on the morning of the second day, Kaskari saw with astonishment that the Empress had brought him not back to his humble origins by the sea, but far to the west, where the great camp of the Rach himself lay like a vast cloud upon the edge of the Sheel.”
 
   “Already, as he watched, he saw a patrol racing across the sands to intercept them.  Anxious for her safety, he attempted to dismount, to run ahead and warn them not to harm her, but calmly she prevented him, and calmly Spirit walked on, and calmly she awaited them.  And indeed, as they rode up, they came to a startled halt at sight of her.”
 
   “We have been lost in the desert,’ Kaskari hastened to explain.  ‘The Empress has found me and saved me from certain death!’  But it was as if he had never spoken, for the scouts had eyes only for the Empress.”
 
   “We wish to see the Rach,’ she said in her velvet strong voice, and immediately the riders turned and escorted them back to the camp.  And then Kaskari truly began to tremble, for he was a poor and humble builder who knew nothing of the fierce, fine ways of the Rach, and he dreaded a meeting with so mighty a man.”
 
   “The Rachar were Standing, and the Rach with them, that very morning, and when word was sent in to them of Kaskari and his fair rescuer, immediately they two were summoned.  With heavy heart Kaskari walked beside the Empress, feeling much out of place with his tattered clothes and unmanly gait—especially surrounded as he was by such strength and agility and quickness to action as the men of the Rach displayed; he made for a poor companion.”
 
   “But as with the patrol, few eyes noticed poor Kaskari.  The brightness of the Empress held the Rachar as if under enchantment, for she was in raiment as starlight, and her black hair swung round her ankles, and her eyes were as moonlit pools, and none could question her for the wonder she evoked.”
 
   “But she spoke of her own accord, and this is what she said:”
 
   “Greetings, Rach Killayon, and to your Rachar.  I bring to you this morning great word, of a God who would make you His own, of a plan to make your path sure, and of a man to help you with both.”
 
   “This is Kaskari,’ she said, ‘who can build you a wall that will stop your dread foe and more surely make your strength of benefit to the Realms.  And the God is Il, who will build of you a great people, for He is the only God bigger than your great hearts.  He alone will not run from your bold courage, calling it intemperance and foolhardy, but will light your path with true valor, great fortitude, honor, and justice.  He calls you to be greater than you are, by serving each other with humility and Himself with reverence and love.  For so He loves you, fiercely, to come to the farthest reaches of the Realms, to call you to be His people.”
 
   “In silence and awe the Rachar pondered this, for her words rang with power and were strong and pure.  But of Kaskari and the wall there was only puzzlement.”
 
   “We would know more,’ Rach Killayon finally spoke.  ‘Both of this Il, and of this strange wall of which you speak.  Why have we not heard before of Il, and why would we build a wall to stand in one place while we move around like water in a stream, fighting the foul Tarq wherever we find him?”
 
   Sable blinked.  This was before the Ramparts?  That was thousands of years ago.  This was a lot of detail for a centuries-old story, and a lot of breathless interest in archaic speech by young people who by all rights should be more interested in flirting.
 
   “The Empress answered in her sure voice, ‘You know Il already, by every longing in your heart for rightness and wisdom, for perfect justice, for true mercy, for elusive honor…He is all these things, and many others besides, and He has sent me, a lone woman of no substance, no family, no home, the least of His servants, to tell you His Name.”
 
   “As for the wall, think ye on how many Tarq escape your patrols, how many breach your great and dedicated host, to eat into the soft belly of the Empire, pillaging and burning and destroying.  What if all could be stopped?  How much more effective would your defense be if you could spend your energies not in chasing down your foe, but confronting him?”
 
   “And deeply did the Rach and his council listen and deeply did they weigh these words, though had it been another they may well have discounted all…but her visage shone like moonlight through clouds, and her hair swung dark and thick to her ankles, and her eyes spoke more strongly of Truth than even her lips.”
 
   “And so it was that Rach Killayon decided to attempt the wall which the Empress urged.  Kaskari was sent back to the sea, for there was the most permanent of the homes of the restless, shifting Rach.  The first wall he built, anchored in the sea itself, fell within the very day it was finished.  Thoughtfully he pondered this lesson and thoughtfully he reworked his design, borrowing from the metal and minerals of the Merrani they traded with on the lapping lips of the ocean.  And great was his joy when the Tarq rolled up against his newest wall and were tossed back like a wave from a rock!  Triumphant, the Rach rode forth, wreaking great harm on their stunned enemy.  Loudly then was Kaskari praised and with great rejoicing this news was spread.”
 
   “Now the Empress had stayed with him there by the sea, teaching him of Il and exhorting all who would listen, and now she urged Kaskari to push out across the length of the Sheel, that all the Rach might have the advantage learned there at the sea.”
 
   “But the Rach forbade it, seeing—rightly—that it meant permanence, a trapping of the free eddy and flow of his people, for ever must the wall be manned if it were to be of use.”
 
   “And so the Empress once more visited Rach Killayon, in his great camp, in his great tent, as he sat moodily on his great chair.  And her clear voice rang like a bell through his stubborn will.”
 
   “You fight ever on the defense,’ she told him, ‘while the Tarq dictate where and when and how many of your people will dance the dance of blades.  With this wall, it is you who choose how many, if any men, will pursue your frustrated enemy back to his hole.  Now, you run constantly, first to this engagement, then to that, and all the while, the Empire is ravaged by those Tarq who go unchecked.  If a wall is built, she will lie protected—and control will lie with the Rach, not the heedless Enemy.”
 
   “And then it was that the Rach’s mind was cleared, and he saw that the wisdom of Il was greater than the longings of man.  With sadness, for dearly do the Rach love their freedom, he agreed, and Kaskari was commissioned to build as fast and as thick and as high as he could.”
 
   “So the Eastern Ramparts began to spread their strong arm across the mouth of the Sheel, and greatly was Kaskari honored, and when Rach Killayon was steelslain, the Rachar Stood for Kaskari, for his skill and his persistence and his humility and his wisdom.  Never again would there be a Rach who could not ride, but his reign, while it lasted, was filled with great and fierce joy.”
 
   “And it is said,” Noska dropped his voice, “that the day Kaskari was Banded Rach, a white gazelle came to the Ramparts, and, confused by the noise and mass of people, sought escape up the stairs to the Inner Ramparts and could be seen running along them in the dawn all along their many leagues…”
 
   A slow, sly smile spread over his face as he scanned his grinning audience, and his voice changed into the lilting refrain of a song.  He chanted, “A white gazelle—”
 
   Which was apparently a well-known favorite, for by the second line the entire camp seemed to have picked it up, “Mounts the Ramparts new—
 
   It rose, swelling with a heady, toe-tapping beat as Rach picked up guitars and began to strum rich accompaniment.  Refrain after refrain drifted through the star-studded night, telling how the gazelle shook his horns at the new day, defying the Tarq, how he ran, tossing his head, to christen the great new thing under his dark hooves, how his coat shone white as starlight, his horns swung black and long and true, and his eyes gleamed like pools in moonlight…
 
   And how, from that day forward, neither gazelle nor the Empress was seen in all the Sheel, save for dire need.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   “We were being chased by man-eating monkeys?” Cerise stared at Rhuq in offended disbelief.
 
   From the safety of several days in the future, the Northerners were finally able to bring themselves to talk about that dark first day in Cyrrh—that plunging, terrified night of mounting horror that had been awash with a hundred things sensed rather than seen, devoid of reason, fraught with primitive emotion.  It hadn’t been a difficult subject to avoid, having made no more impression on their Sentinel escort than a windy day or a chicken bone in the dumplings.
 
   When they had dismounted, after that terror-stricken run, into the torch-lit courtyard of Choletta Tor, Copper Torque East Southeast, the stagriders had almost immediately begun laughing and joking in their low-voiced, unassuming way, drawing a crowd of Sentinels from the Torque.  Bright-eyed, eager-faced, the younger Sentinels begged the story from them with such casual banter that the Northerner youths had started to feel a little foolish, then ashamed, then flat out resentful that this intense, bone-chilling fright was being so lightly and enthusiastically bandied about.  Several of the party felt that they had been subjected to a completely unreasonable trial of mortal danger, and that all this frivolity was, frankly, inappropriate.  Rodge fumed under his breath as they were led inside the Tor, overhearing the soft boast that the first kill had been a 300 yard shot—in the dark, no less.
 
                 “Which I’m sure is very impressive,” he hissed virulently.  “So glad they’ve had such good sport.”
 
                 The boys lay awake a long time that night on the thick, rough stone of the Tor, unwilling to speak, unable to sleep with the adrenaline still perking through their systems.  They were ripe with sweat from the heat and the fear, quivering with memory, and wide-awake at every harsh cry from the nearby jungle, despite the comfortingly solid walls that enclosed them.  Rodge sat straight up on his mussed furs at the first couple.  The night was not particularly restful.
 
                 Melkin, though he hadn’t seemed near as perturbed as the rest of them, didn’t look like he’d had any sleep at all the next morning.  He came out with Traive and the Torlord through the same door he’d gone in the night before, baggy-eyed and ferocious, scorning the quick early breakfast and swinging wordlessly into his saddle.  And it seemed like they’d hardly been off the stags ever since.
 
                 Now, Rhuq was looking faintly insulted by Cerise’s assessment.  “The red-breasted gorilla is hardly a monkey.  They are but nodding cousins.”
 
                 Loren protested mildly, “But, isn’t it unusual for any of the ape family to be so…so…predatory?”
 
                 Rhuq half-shrugged, shaking his head.  “It is a very aggressive, purely carnivorous ape, true, but it is of Cyrrh.  And, well,” he said apologetically, “three-quarters of every living thing in Cyrrh is known to harm humans.  Most of them on purpose.”  Cerise and Rodge shared identical sarcastic looks: oh, well, that explains EVERYTHING. 
 
                 Ari and Loren, used to hunting in a nice, sane world where the only things that didn’t run from them were the wild boars and the occasional irritable bear, found it strange to be…prey.  
 
                 Rodge was also not adjusting well to this new role in the food chain.  Melkin had had to flat out order him to leave the Tor’s compound that first morning, and he’d been complaining bitterly and with great constancy ever since.  The subject of his studies, his parents’ distress, the abuse of his personal rights—all had come up several times.  A day. 
 
                 Cerise, to everyone’s shock, had taken the opposite tack.  She’d ostentatiously strapped herself into her own saddle every day.  She acquiesced demurely to every hint of command.  She never, ever interrupted.  The boys had not seen her perfectly–positioned teeth arranged in a smile so much since the attentions of the Merranic royalty, and it was all directed at Traive.  She became inseparable from him, chatting charmingly, shooting coquettish looks his way from under her lashes.  All the Sentinels were mesmerized by her blue eyes, and poor Rhuq was becoming more besotted the more she ignored him.
 
                 “That’s disgusting,” Loren muttered, watching her ride close to Traive.  “Surely he can see…”  He had his own case of hero-worship going on.  Not only was Traive quietly and immensely confident and in the possession of so far faultless judgment, but he was just plain likeable.  In such close and constant companionship, it was impossible not to see exactly what kind of men they were with, and it was strikingly obvious with what respect he was treated and how inerrant his decisions were turning out to be.
 
                 And at the end of a long, wearisome day in the saddle, around their small cookfire with Cyrrh closing around them like a stifling, black emerald shroud of shifting shadows and threat, it was Traive whose easy conversation brought reluctant chuckles.  Utterly unconcerned with the myriad potential dangers wheeling around them in the dark, he would speak calmly and normally of the everyday, joke with his men, courteously engage the Northerners…and tirelessly bend his mind to their puzzle.
 
                 “I wonder,” he mused one short night, and Melkin’s eyes immediately sought his across the fire.  Improbable as it was, they seemed to have formed a remarkable cohesiveness of thought, even if one mind went at a smooth and steady gallop and the other was on blast.
 
                 “I wonder if it’s not so much something hidden in the Statue,” he continued, bringing the rest of the Northerners’ attention to rivet on his steady face, “as something ON it.”
 
                 “An engraving!” Loren said, obviously thinking him brilliant.  Rodge curled his lip.  He was under the increasingly vocal opinion that this venture was a stupid reason to get killed.
 
                 “Or writing of some sort,” Cerise offered, eyes large and soft and fixed on the Sentinel leader.  
 
                 He nodded, not paying near enough attention to their contributions to suit either one of them.  “I know the written word is fundamentally important to Illians, perhaps—”
 
                 “They’re hardly going to write something on the Statue that would aid the Enemy in destroying it,” Melkin said bluntly.
 
                 “No,” Traive agreed, “but there might be an inscription that the Sheelmen could interpret to their own purposes, one that has convinced them that they could alter the time frame of prophecy, hasten the release of their god.”
 
                 “How would Tarq know more about the Statue than we do?” Ari asked, forcing himself to say the hated word.  He had better get used to it.
 
                 Several Sentinels glanced at him and Traive gave him a self-mocking half smile.  “We don’t use that word in Cyrrh—we’re a superstitious lot.  If you say it out loud, you’ll spontaneously combust, bring the Enemy to the Torques, set your house on fire…that sort of thing.”  His smooth, low voice was wry and several of the Sentinels chuckled at themselves.  “As far as their knowledge, well, Raemon had his spies.  And you can be sure the Enemy has spun a thousand stories of their own since their god disappeared.  True or not, they will have captured the Sheelmen’s imagination no less than our stories have ours.”
 
                 “That’s the problem,” Melkin muttered darkly.  “We don’t have any stories.  The Peace has faded into nothing more than an irrelevant tradition with origins we can barely even trace.”
 
                 Traive sat silent, thinking.  The firelight flashed warm gold across his blunt brown features, picking out the lighter glints in his thick hair.  “The Siren’s Song talks of the Empress as being deeply, mysteriously familiar with the ways of the Sheel,” he said eventually, in his even, moderated voice.  “She, of course, was Raemon’s deadly enemy, hated him and his minions and gave her life—literally, in the end—to fighting the evil he brought to whatever he touched.  It would be logical that she would have more knowledge of him than anyone.”
 
                 He gave a chuckle.  “The Fox were on her tail for centuries, trying to figure out how she came to know so much.  Her detractors claimed it was arcane knowledge, that she was a witch, an enchantress—one step short of Raemon himself and just as evil—but the fact exists that without her and the Ivory over the long Ages, there were many times Cyrrhideans would have perished.  In large numbers.”
 
                 “What’s the Siren’s Song?” Cerise asked sweetly, at the same time that Loren said, “But the Empress is gone.”
 
                 “But the Ivory are not,” Traive answered him meaningfully, before explaining, “The Siren’s Song is the national story of Cyrrh, an epic poem about how she came to be settled, the draw of her beauty—” Rodge snorted loudly “—her Great Heroes and Lesser Heroes, all the typical lore that goes with any Realm’s coming to be.  It’s a piece of great pride for us; we have a grand retelling of it every year at the Feast of Lirralhisa.”
 
                 “There’s nothing in there about the Statue, I suppose?” Loren asked hopefully.
 
                 Traive shook his head.  “The Siren’s Song was written centuries ago, back when it was only the Empress and her Hand, the Swords of Mercy.  It was before the rest of the Ivory came to be, let alone Montmorency.”
 
                 The Northerners bedded down for the night soon after that.  They were all exhausted from the apprehension attendant with this little sight-seeing trip and from its heat and discomfort, and usually fell into their blankets early.  Where they proceeded to toss and turn and wake wearily from all the apprehension attendant with trying to sleep in the same conditions.  The heavy Sentinel guard and the unsurpassable vigilance of their stags hadn’t as yet put anyone’s mind at ease.
 
                 Ari was the exception.  He was sure he was beginning to show signs of derangement, swerving unpredictably from morose conviction of his evilness to thrilled, adrenaline-pounding delight at the challenge and danger of the lush jungle around them.  It made him feel deeply, guiltlessly alive, this exotic adventure, a pure kind of intrepid enjoyment that could ignore his murky past, ignore his present genetic mess, ignore the unanswerable demands of a probably unpleasant future.  He could just be, thoughtless, in the moment.  Cyrrh was an equalizer; he could see now why Illians and Drae sought sanctuary here.  Red-breasted gorillas didn’t care anything about your lineage once they caught your scent.  Mirror-spotted bark frogs and passion-flower wasps were indiscriminate poison to white and dark skin alike.
 
                 Underneath all of that swirled another, blacker eddy of thought.  He could happily face Cyrrh’s dangers the rest of his life…and what if that life was short?  Who would mourn him?                These profound, if maybe not particularly healthy, thoughts allowed him to sleep blithely through the deep black, seething nights, several yards from his huddled companions, with only his own stag and the intermittent roving sentry between him and a dozen varieties of death.  The Sentinels looked at him in approval, except for Traive, whom he’d caught staring shrewdly at him several times.
 
                 He didn’t notice any of them tonight as he wandered off into his dangerous solitude.  He was stewing over the conversation, becoming less and less convinced that the Statue was really the key to this whole venture.  When it came right down to it, he was beginning to suspect that what Melkin really wanted was knowledge of the Enemy.  The Master was convinced, for whatever reason, that war was looming…and the Statue was the only lead he had, the only connection to the Sheelmen that would play the part of the enemy. So, what if there was another connection?  Others who knew about the Enemy?
 
                 He frowned at the thought, absently shooing a long, multi-legged critter away from his chosen bed-down spot.  They’d met a Whiteblade, had actually talked to her and asked her this very thing.  And she had told them nothing, told them to seek out Cyrrh, on the other side of the world.  Why?  Didn’t she know?  Was she playing with them?  The Whiteblades, the Ivory, were Illian, with an unimpeachable reputation for honor and honesty, but they were also known to play the games of power.  Banion claimed they manipulated people like toys, worse than any politician.
 
                 His thoughts swirled slower as he settled onto the soft ground, barely aware of the prickle of thick grass through his blanket.  Adama…he remembered piercingly that feeling of light and laughter and normalcy that had glittered in the air around her.  How could there be malice there?  Wearily, he pushed another thought out.  What if she didn’t know?  What if they had to find the Hand of Mercy—one of the first five Whiteblades?  Maybe this kind of knowledge was considered too precious for just any one to have…
 
                 He drifted, conscious thought blurring with unconscious, gaze mottling with sleepiness as he stared in a half doze into the night around him.  Fireflies had come out, twinkling magically against the backdrop of layered, impenetrable gloom that was the jungle.  Insects and frogs—several of them carnivorous—hummed and whirred and sang a frightful tumult of a song that was a lullaby to a mind empty of fear and purpose. 
 
                 A woman was standing over him.  He blinked rapidly, startled, guts squeezing in alarm.  But in the second it took to react to her sudden presence, his fear was already fading into the irrational complacency of the dream world.  There was something familiar about her…She had the narrow, dark face of a Rach or Dra and long, dark hair fanning out from her face in the hot jungle breeze.  In the dim, pulsing magic of firefly light, her eyes glimmered in a way he knew from somewhere, had seen before—his heart leaped suddenly in his chest as recognition dawned, and he almost sprang up to embrace her.  She was beautiful, but it wasn’t her face or body that drew him—this was the woman that had raised him!  The woman he’d thought of as mother for as long as he could remember!  Memories flooded over him, drowning him with a joy he could hardly comprehend.
 
                 He sat up exultantly, devouring her with his eyes.  With a dream’s disassociated surety, he knew she was a Whiteblade, could almost see the picture of her in the Book of Ivory.  Dim satisfaction crept through his consciousness.  He knew it, had known it all along!  For this one moment, the dark, scattered pieces of his life were all in the same bright puzzle.
 
                 “Mother,” he murmured.
 
                 The black eyes smiled warmly.  “Ari,” she said, in a voice he’d heard a thousand times.
 
                 He stared at her, drank in the sight of her, giddy with delight, his childhood memories so close for once that he could reach out and touch them.
 
                 “You are under attack,” she said calmly.  His smile faded, heart thudded, eyes blinked rapidly as he looked around in confusion.  Everyone was asleep.  Nothing stirred except the fireflies.
 
                 “You know there are two forces in the world.”  Her voice was rich, a throbbing, familiar pulse through his very veins, a pleasure so deep that it made it hard to focus on her words.  But she continued relentlessly, shattering the first brilliant joy of her presence.  “You know Il for the greater power, of good.  He appears in many forms, but so also does his adversary.  That evil lurks inside you now, eating at you slowly, as a canker, destroying.”
 
                 “What are you talking about?” he mumbled unhappily.  He wasn’t even sure he believed in Il anymore…his smug pride in being able to dismiss the other gods as inferior had chilled a little with the realization of how horrible and empty his life was.
 
                 “He seeks to use your past as a barrier against your quest for Il, to fill your mind with despair, with worthlessness, to convince you that nothing so full of goodness, of purity, of righteousness as Il would ever take you as His.”
 
                 They weren’t questing for Il, he wanted to say…and he really wasn’t sure that’s how he thought of Il to begin with.  But still, part of that…part of it was scraping salt over a raw wound.  They were talking about that deepest of weeping sores, that inadequacy and self-revulsion inside of him, and he stared at her, facing things in his vulnerable dream state that he’d put a lot of effort into burying in the waking.  He didn’t want to talk about this, not now, when for once in all these long months he was supremely happy.
 
                 But then she leaned closer, until the warm strength of her eyes seemed to ensconce him in a bubble of memory.  He was a toddler again, laughing and loving thoughtlessly and being loved in return, in a sunlit clearing of green, by the most beautiful women in the world.  Elusive and fleeting, her scent came to him, and another wave of recognition intense and sure swept through him.
 
                 “Fight him,” she whispered, and the world was her eyes.
 
                 “What?” he asked, bemused.  “Fight who?”  His voice cracked as he vaguely caught what she was referring to.  How?  How did you fight despair?  What was he supposed to do with this inconvenient disaster of his life?
 
                 As if reading his thoughts, she said, “With the only thing stronger than he—the power of Il.  Use His strength, His resoluteness, His unending and unshakeable love for you, to stand against that wish to demolish you.  The Destroyer will reduce you to a bitter, pathetic, useless mess of a man.”
 
                 “Hope,” she whispered, and was gone.
 
                   For the next couple of days, they angled steadily downhill, although not near as dramatically as that first night.  The jungle grew denser, bigger, louder, more stifling and more intimidating with every hoof step.  The trees soared forty yards into the air, though you usually couldn’t tell, what with the matted screen of smaller trees, branches, and endless leagues of snaking vines that hid them.  Their path was fenced by ferns and groundcover that towered at the unlikely level of their heads—Ari had never seen such enormous plant life.  In fact, everything seemed oversized.   Birds flew by with streaming tail feathers longer than his arm.  The mosquitoes were as big as his thumb, their sting a sharp jab of pain—forget the itch.  The entire jungle seethed and churned with scuttlings and scurryings and flittings, a constant, humid slurry of sounds and motion that had them benumbed from the pure sensory overload.  Even the dangers began to seem unreal, part of an unending dream that defied sense.  
 
                 By their second day within the Copper Torque, Cerise didn’t even jump when a family of chicken-sized cockroaches trundled busily past her mount.  Rodge didn’t bat an eye when an enormous, vigorously pink flower barely missed closing around his head.  The heat and ceaseless bombardment of sound and threat sucked the energy from them.  They were in fear for their lives most of the hours of the day and settled on a strategy of conserving their really animated terror for those exceptional moments.  Hair limp and dripping, clothes clinging to them in sodden, grimy, sour swathes of fabric, alternately dozing dully or wide-eyed in clenching panic, they weren’t the most engaging of companions for the Sentinels.  They’d left their saddlebags with their changes of clothes and cleaning things at Jagstag, and no one even complained about that.
 
                 Though Rodge did point the fact out, rather drearily, one day to Melkin.
 
                 “We’ll pick them up on our way back,” he was told shortly.
 
                 “I don’t have the best grasp of geography,” Rodge said after a minute, “but wouldn’t it make more sense to just continue the way we’re going and cross the mountains up near Archemounte?  I mean, it would just save WEEKS backtracking through this maze of horror.  We might actually get back before term’s over,” he added wistfully.
 
                 Melkin, unconcerned with one student’s misery in the face of the rising of the Sheel, had already moved away, but Rhuq solicitously responded for him.  “That way lies deep danger…” he remonstrated gently.
 
                 “Versus this way,” Rodge observed with dull sanguinity.
 
                 “That is where the Wolven dwell.  And other things unspeakable and unknowable.  And beyond them lies the Crystal Pass, where only the wild things and the Fox dare venture.  Neither skill nor strength nor numbers will help you there.”
 
                 “Swell.  That’s great.  Just wondering,” Rodge sighed.
 
                 The constant alertness that had marked their first couple of days in Cyrrh faded steadily in the face of the inescapable, soggy heat and the monotony of the saddle.  The permanent, deafening assault on their eardrums became a litany of screaming mindlessness.  Except, of course, to Ari, who was entranced.  What set off the man-eating flowers?  Which mongoose stared fearsomely from the brush, baring its little teeth, and which black-masked, long-limbed exotica scurried away through the branches?  He was a man with a mission, avid interest compounded by a new determination.  He didn’t know if it had really been a dream, that night vision of the woman he thought of as his mother—it had been so piercingly real—but it had forged a new resolve regardless.  The resolution itself was a trifle ephemeral…but then, so was the dream and the blissful glow that came with that it.  
 
   Since that charming little catastrophe of the Kingsmeet, his dreams had been saturated with memories of his childhood.  It was always the same, the same clearing, the same exuberant running or crawling through his garden, only now the sense of his having left something was almost overpowering.  He searched, it seemed, for hours, night after night, driven to find something he couldn’t even name.  It was ridiculous, as if the lost toy or whatever it was had become the single most important thing in the world.  But this latest dream had been completely different…so vivid…and for once he’d found something.  Arguably, his greatest treasure, a confirmation of his sole, blooming joy.  Complete with thorns.
 
   But then, when had his life last been simple?
 
                 At any rate, he was alert, relative to his droopy companions, filling his days with eager scrutiny and storing away a thousand details with the single-mindedness of the explorer.  That was how he came to be aware enough, several days into the jungle, to register that prickling of his sixth sense.  A shift in the air around him, a sibilant hiss of a body along the damp jungle floor, and then his stag dropped underneath him, launching forward so fast that Ari thought his upper body would be separated from his lower.  The straps cut deep into his thighs, and the whiplash yanked his head and neck so far back over the stag’s haunches that he actually had a view of their rear trail through the Sentinels behind them.
 
                 What he saw made no sense.  A thick, streaming, solid column a full yard in diameter, bright blue, hairless…and moving so fast along the ground that it was a nothing but a blur.  It had just barely missed the last stag.  They thought the stags had been running that first night, but it was nothing like this rocketing sprint.  The first few steps his stag dropped so low in the hindquarters and pushed off so powerfully that Ari flopped like a rag doll in the saddle, unable to stabilize against the raw force of all that propulsive torque.  The straps bit again and again into his thighs and the saddle’s high cantle smacked against his lower back until it was numb.
 
                 The difference was that this was over almost as soon as it had begun.  The stags, though trembling and wide-eyed, ears flicking nervously, quieted quickly back to a wary walk, high-stepping alertly.  Ari looked around at his friends’ white faces and huge eyes, wondering if they’d seen the same thing he had.  In unspoken consent, they all turned to look at Rhuq.
 
                 “Big Blue,” he said succinctly.
 
                 “I thought their prey was small, youngish animals,” Cerise noted in an admirably steady voice.
 
                 “He was molting, my Lady.  Makes them cranky.”
 
                 Loren looked at Rodge.  Rodge looked back at him.  Cranky, they mouthed to each other. 
 
                 At the head of the group, Traive turned in his saddle to look at them.  Cerise’s face lightened.  Even Ari thought he was concerned about them this time.  Instead, he announced cheerfully, like an obtuse tour guide, “The Sirensong.”
 
                 As if they hadn’t just almost been swallowed whole by a monstrous, ill-tempered serpent.
 
                 For the first time since turning downhill all those days ago, the trail leveled out.  On their left, the sullen, greyish-green waters of a dark river slunk sluggishly out of sight to their front and rear.  All along its banks, wherever the choking green growth of the jungle flattened into sandy spits, crocodiles slid creepily into the water at their approach.
 
                 The Northerners managed to keep their enthusiasm under control.
 
                 The good news was that they slept inside that night.  It was only late afternoon when a turn in the trail brought them suddenly to a high green wall.  At first it looked like mossy stone dotted picturesquely with large, pale flowers, but as they drew closer, it became apparent that the entire structure was a depthless mass of twining green vinery, some of it as thick around as Ari’s leg.  The pale spots were enormous, lighter green thorns.
 
                 “Watch the wall,” Rhuq warned them.  “A little fangvine will numb the skin, but when it’s this size it can stop your heart.”  The Northerners, appalled, shrunk into themselves as they passed through what seemed a very narrow portal.  Rodge rubbed his arm.
 
                 According to Rhuq, the various Tors were almost all alike.  Only someone who’d stood Sentinel for years amongst them could really tell much difference.  But, since their first experience had been somewhat distracted by external and unrelated events, the Southern Tor, Bronze Torque, was essentially their introduction to the non-botanical structures of Cyrrh.
 
                 This one was outfitted with the same dimly remembered courtyard behind its stone façade, bare of even a tendril of green on the interior and closed off from the exterior by a heavy gate of iron-plated wood.  Stretching until it was swallowed by the jungle on either side of the entrance, tall walls of stone rose into the air, graced by a beautifully-carved wooden walkway near the top.   Bright, hot sun poured down on their surprised faces, undeterred by the looming, uncivilized riot of flora that had marked their last several days’ experience in Cyrrh.  Here, for many yards in both directions from the entrance, the jungle had been scrupulously (and probably frequently) cleared.  Even the branches overhanging the Torque wall had been neatly dissected, looking like another dappled wall of pruned trunks and branches soaring far overhead.
 
                 The Tor itself rose over the entranceway, a thickened bulge in the wall that was dwarfed by the immensity of the jungle around it.  Though it looked broad and squat compared to the surrounding trees, it was actually quite high, and large enough to hold the hundreds of Sentinels that pulled duty in this part of the world.  The Northerners found out it also held their mess hall and kitchen, a crude water purifying room that pumped the dingy river water through a series of filters, a stable big enough for the mounts of passing stagriders as well as the few that the Tor kept as messengers, an armory, an infirmary, and a large, formal briefing room befitting the main Southern Gate.
 
                 “The Torlord here is a high-ranking Sentinel,” Rhuq explained, companionably accompanying them on the tour.  “Since this has always been the main route into Lirralhisa.”
 
                 “For visitors?” Rodge said in disbelief.
 
                 “For invasion.  He is the Torquelord, which means all the other Bronze Torlords report to him.  Only the Gold and Silver Torquelords stand between him and the Captain of the Sentinals himself.”
 
                 While Rodge looked a little cross-eyed at all this jargon, Loren said as he absently watched clean water trickle out of the purification room, “That’s who Traive must have gone to report to…”  
 
                 Cerise was also watching the water, and to no one’s surprise, begged—that is, imperiously demanded—a bath.  The sergeant holding forth on the wonders of the Tor offered them to everybody, adding, “Clorvause here will do out your laundry while you’re at mess.”
 
                 “Oh, that’s alright,” Ari began graciously, but was firmly cut off.
 
                 “REALLY.  He won’t mind.”  A very young-looking private turned red and mumbled something acceding.  “Maybe it’ll help him remember when his guard shift starts.”
 
                 At which point Cerise began explicit and lengthy instructions on the care of her riding clothes.  The private stared, bug-eyed, gap-jawed, and Rodge leaned over to the sergeant.
 
                 “If you want to have punishment ready at a moment’s notice, consider keeping her on.  She excels at tormenting man—you might say, she’s a natural.”
 
                 The loaned clothing given them while Clorvause was laboring punitively over theirs turned out to be a wonder, the indeterminate-colored stuff the stagriders wore.  It was perfect huntwear:  tough, light, breathable, and mottled softly like shadow-and-light jungle.  Ari and Loren, fingering it appreciatively as they settled into the crowded mess hall, could have been mistaken for Sentinel privates, dressed identically all over the hall.  
 
                 It was an active place, the mess hall.  Unique to this meal were the invasion of lizards racing undisturbed over the walls, across the ceilings, underfoot.  They were like a strobe rainbow, a dozen vivid colors, darting and scurrying in flashes of sleek bodies and long, flicking tongues.  
 
                 “Do any of them ever fall in the soup?” Rodge asked, half-disgusted, watching one athletic fellow run the full length of the ceiling.
 
                 “Only the purple ones,” a nearby private answered, dead serious.
 
                 Loren grinned.  “I love this place.”
 
                 “Good,” Rodge said.  “You stay.  I’ll go.”
 
                 Like with the Fleetmen those long weeks ago, a busy, all-consuming silence settled on the diners as soon as the food was served, and didn’t lift until most were done.  Then the slow talk began, stories began to float around, camaraderie thickened.
 
                 They’d had ‘blue fillet,’ which tasted like chicken, wasn’t even faintly blue, and was so rapturously seasoned that Ari and Loren had split a third one and were slowly forcing it into their happy gullets.  Some of the privates were explaining to Rodge the subtle indicators of Sentinel rank, which explained why the stagriders were treated with such reverent awe, when Ari became aware of the amiable stare of the tall private across the table.  He looked up at him, and the Sentinel said with quiet friendliness, “My brother’s friend is a Jagscout—or was.”
 
                 Everyone around quieted down.  Ari and Loren, forks halfway to their mouths, stared, wondering if this was somehow significant.
 
                 “He was scouting for a squad that went after that big troop of Redfangs outside Choletta Tor when they got really bad a couple of years ago.”
 
                 “We came through Choletta,” Loren said.
 
                 Half the table in each direction chuckled.  “We heard,” the private said.  “Probably what’s left of those Redfangs was what escorted you to the gate.”  There was more subdued mirth, but the young man was still looking amicably at them, evidently something on his mind.  He settled back comfortably, with the undeniable air of a man going to share a story, and everyone leaned in closer.
 
                 “This squad of my brother’s friend, Dreu, seriously underestimated that troop and ended up tail-between-the-legs, beating feet back to Copper.  Dreu couldn’t keep up with the stags, of course, and his cat wouldn’t leave him, so the Redfangs caught up with them and were toying around with them.  You know how sometimes they’ll play around a little first.  They’d killed his cat and had mauled him pretty bad when suddenly he heard these shouts—loud, human shouts.”
 
                  There was total silence at their end of the table, the other privates enjoying the story, the Northerners with identical, frozen looks of horror on their faces.  The last bite that had gone into Ari’s mouth was still there, savor turned to chalk and forgotten.  
 
                 “Well, he shouts back, to let any rescuers know there’s what’s left of a human in with all that ape fracas, and the Redfangs get mad and fling him at the Torque wall.”
 
                 Rodge’s chin hit the table.  He said quickly, in a strangled voice, “Can we talk about something else?”  Ari and Loren, too stunned to speak by the mental picture of a human impaled on fangvine thorns, gaped.
 
                 Oblivious of the effect of this reminiscing on his tender listeners, the private companionably continued, “Someone dashed into him at the last moment, knocking him off course, and when he lifts his head he sees, tossed against the wall and tumbling down it in slow motion…Sylvar.”  He rolled his hand ominously down an imaginary bumpy wall and the surrounding privates made low, appreciative sounds.
 
                 “Silver?” Rodge said, clueless and a little desperate to change the subject.
 
                 “Sylvar.  You know, the Dancer.  Then there’s more shouting—there’re two others and they’re tearing into the Redfangs.  Just the two of them.  White steel glowing, crying, ‘the Light, the Light!’ they chase off that whole troop.”
 
                 “Dreu is pretty out of it, one arm half torn off, one leg not working, weak from loss of blood, and he loses consciousness.  When he comes to, Vashti and Nerissa are bending over him.”  A hum of approving murmurs, as if, surely, that just topped everything, spread around the table.  Several knowing grins were directed at the private, as if some had already heard the story or knew the punch line or something.  The Sentinel next to Ari leaned over and primed him, “He’s got a thing for Nerissa.  Got a picture of her and everything.”
 
                 “Hey, keep that quiet,” the private telling the story hissed, shooting a nervous glance up to the front of the room, where Melkin and Cerise and Traive were sitting with the Torquelord.
 
   Ari finally managed to get that last bite of blue fillet down his too-small throat, several things becoming clear.
 
                 “Whiteblades,” he whispered, a little hoarsely.  Rodge and Loren looked at him blankly.  “Where did you get a picture?”  
 
                 “The Book of Ivory, of course,” the private whispered back, barely moving his lips.
 
                 “You tore a picture out of a book?!”  Rodge hissed indignantly.  He looked around at an unmoved mass of spectators.  He could care less about Dreu or dead Whiteblades, but a book?  Nobody just defaced those kinds of things.
 
                 “I normally charge five tirnal to see it,” the Sentinel confided, “but since you all are guests…”
 
                 “A quarter tirna?!” Rodge said, with much more animation than dismemberment or impalement had aroused.  “That’s outrageous!”
 
                 “Shut up, Rodge,” Loren urged.  “What happened to Dreu?”
 
                 A shockingly violet lizard suddenly landed with a splat on an empty platter, took one startled, embarrassed look around, and scurried off the table.  No one paid any attention to it.
 
                 “Well, Nerissa is leaning over Dreu.  Her hair brushes his face.”
 
                 Snickers. Someone jibed, “Is this Dreu’s story or your dream last night?”
 
                 The taleteller ignored them. “You are in grave danger,’ she says.”  
 
                 “Dreu gasps, ‘Nay, Lady Ivory, these wounds are nothing…`”
 
                 Sentinels laughed softly around the table, some almost choking in the attempt to stay quiet.  Rodge put his face in his hands.  
 
                 “Your wounds are grievous,’ she says, ‘but I mean rather that you are in the very path of an ambush, intended to breach the Tor and capture the Daphenian merchant that visits just inside.”
 
                 “Then you must leave me, Lady, and hurry on your way to warn my countrymen,’ Dreu gasps out.” 
 
                 “Nay, noble Sentinel, for you shall surely perish without care,’ she says, then there’s this interruption…and Tamaren walks up, to see why things are off schedule.”  An almost reverent silence fell, privates looking at the tale-spinner with hushed awe.  Rodge, in the face of all this silence, asked grudgingly, “Who’s Tamaren?” A sea of tanned faces swiveled to gaze on him in disbelief.  One of them said, as if he just needed a reminder, “Of the Swords of Mercy.”  Rodge threw up his hands.
 
                 “Nerissa explains to the Hand what’s going on, Tamaren agrees they can’t leave what’s left of Dreu, so they put him up in a tree and build a blind—apologizing the whole time that he still may be in danger from stray arrows!”  The privates grinned again, enjoying things about this story that were a little obscure to the Northerners.
 
                 “So, Dreu’s up there trying not to die too loudly and to stay conscious long enough to see what’s gonna happen, when sure enough, down the trail comes a group of men.  They’re moving quietly, obviously on full alert…and wearing shadowcloth, blades, axes, crossbows strung.”
 
                 Everyone was staring at him, puzzled, and he paused in satisfaction, letting them absorb the implications, stew over his meaning.  The Northerners, mystified before, were now absolutely lost.
 
                 “Then Tamaren steps out of the trees.  ‘Halt,’ she cries, ‘and turn from thy foul path.  Desist, go back to thy swamps and thou wilt go unharmed.’”
 
                 “Swamps!” one of the listeners cried grimly.  “Mercs!”
 
                 Ari’s head snapped around.  Mercs?  Not…not the White Asps?  Surely there were lots of mercenaries around…but why were so many suddenly popping into his life?  All around the table, the privates’ eyes were hardening, jaws setting angrily in the brown faces.  “They dare to attack Cyrrh,” one said, low and threatening.
 
                 The storyteller rolled on:  “They just laughed when they saw one lone woman.  And then they proved they were NOT Cyrrhidean, for they’d barely got their bows up before she’d fired a bolt right into the leader’s chest.  Vashti and Nerissa joined on their flanks, brandishing steel, and the fight commenced.  Dreu saw the whole thing before he passed out again—said it was the prettiest little skirmish he’d ever seen.  Three shining blades against a dozen…like sunrays among slugs.”
 
                 Contented sighs went around the table.  Several privates were nodding in satisfaction, others had looks of almost comical longing on their faces. 
 
    Rodge, glancing at Ari and Loren, muttered, “Great.  This is just what you two need to bring you back down to earth.”
 
                 “That’s when the warning went out about unannounced parties at the Gates,” the taleteller continued in a final kind of tone.  “No one ever knew where the dead mercs came from or that the Ivory had saved the Torque, because Dreu died right after telling my brother.”
 
                 “Your brother could have told the authorities,” Rodge pointed out.  The private looked offended.  “He’s a Fox.  It was told him in confidence.”
 
                 “But,” Loren protested, “there was that dead Whiteblade.”
 
                 Shocked looks bombarded him from tables away.  Weighty silence suffused their whole end of the hall.  You would have thought he’d profaned the Torquelord’s mother.  Embarrassed, he stuttered, “I…I suppose they carry off their dead…”  This didn’t seem to help things.  
 
                 Finally someone said, hushed, “Ivory don’t die…they’re sworn to Il for all time.”
 
                 Three pairs of Northern eyebrows rose.  They stared across the table at the aghast masses of privates.  “You don’t think the same girls who joined the Swords of Light hundreds of years ago are still around?” Rodge said carefully, as if he might push unstable minds over the edge.  No one answered, but the looks spoke volumes.  The two cultures stared at each other with a mutual, incredulous, faint contempt.
 
   
  
 


              Loren said hurriedly into the strained silence, “Why would mercs attack Cyrrh?  I mean, they’re still Realmsmen.”
 
                 “They don’t have any loyalty,” one private drawled, and the air became a muddled hum as everyone threw out their ideas as to why and how such a thing could happen.  Tensions dissolved.  The private who’d been sharing such an inspiring story with them mused, “The only real clue is the Lady Nerissa’s comment.  For whatever reason, they were after that merchant.  Maybe they thought he was a runaway slave—he had the red hair.”
 
                 Ari felt the blood drain from his face.  His palms broke out in a sweat.  He couldn’t have felt any more conspicuous if everyone in the Hall had turned to look at him, which nobody had.  In fact, to his visceral surprise, the talk turned with great excitement to the contraband picture of Nerissa, issues of interrealm sabotage apparently set aside for the night.
 
                 Barely able to concentrate, he followed Rodge and Loren up between the narrow, damp walls of a stone staircase.  The hushed whispers of the privates and the flickering, leaping shadows from the lone and very insufficient candle combined rather unpleasantly with the paranoia tightening his shoulders and the horrific mental pictures of the night’s entertainment.  The room they all finally entered didn’t help much, either, a close, dark barracks stultifying with the day’s heat and crowded with beds and the furtive press of Sentinel bodies.
 
                 “It wasn’t from the Book of Ivory,” he reassured Loren and a still-outraged Rodge later, referring to that lovingly guarded, tattered piece of paper drawn so carefully from between layers of mattress.  They were alone in their own room, spacious compared to the personal space (the width of a mattress) allotted a Sentinel private.              
 
                 “You don’t destroy books,” Rodge said, for the dozenth time.  “Only primitives destroy books.”  None of them had been very impressed with the contraband.  For all the vaunted skill of Cyrrhidean artists, the picture hadn’t shown much evidence of it.  Cartoonish, it was just a woman’s face and the long, dark, rippling black hair that cascaded fancifully out of the frame.  What Ari didn’t say was that it was a close enough rendering, laughable as it was as an object of adoration, that he recognized the girl from the Book that had sat in Harthunters…she’d been the last to join the band.  A pain of longing shot through him, for the days when his daydreams had the possibility of being memories, for the memories of dreams.  And for Selah, who would understand all of this.  Who was a girl, to boot.
 
                 “They’re lonely,” he said.  “They don’t get too many girls through here, I’m sure.”
 
                  “Yeah, you can tell by the way they stare at Cerise—and she barely counts.”
 
                 “She’s pretty,” Loren objected.  “She’s just got the personality of a cactus.”
 
                 Ari was too morose to join in on the ensuing assessment of Cerise’s dubious charms.  He was still jittery from the night’s conversation, from the accidental insinuation of the taleteller.  Were there mercenaries after every misplaced Sheelman wandering the Realms—and how many could there be anyway?  He’d never seen anyone that looked like him…  But if there were other foundlings, maybe there was someone wanting to get rid of them, clean the Realms of any potential threat, any possible Enemy spy when worry over war was starting to nibble at the collective Realm consciousness.  And…an escaped slave, the private had said.  Ari’s mind went blank with that.  Where…how…?  
 
                 Questions piled up in his mind, and time pulled uneasily at him, heavy and ominous as the drop in pressure that precedes a storm.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
  
 


 
CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
                 On the Royal maps of the Empire, the Shimmering Downs were a thin line of bumps demarcating the fuzzy border between her Realm and that of the Rach.  
 
                 On horseback, it was a full day’s ride from one side to the other, and a full day in the saddle with the Rach was a full day.  It was almost sixteen hours of sweltering in the shallow, stifling clefts and wilting on the unprotected rises.  All day long, Sable watched the dogs being sent after small game flushed by the party, their lean, muscled bodies streaking like arrows over the sparse brown hills.  Several times riders were sent out to fetch a steer from one of the great herds that came into view, looking like a mass of grazing ants in the distance.  The land was relentlessly sere, burnt to a crisp by a merciless sun that Sable was profoundly grateful to see finally set.
 
                   By the light of a huge moon, Kore called for a bloodhawk, inviting her up to the crest of a nearby hill to watch its release.  She should have been better prepared.  The fact that the children, despite pleading that normally turned the indulgent Rach to butter, were firmly denied the pleasure of accompanying them should have been a warning.
 
                 Sable watched it curiously on the ride up.  It was a big bird, half again the size of the hunting falcons, which were no hummingbirds.  Kore murmured lovingly to it while the huge, taloned feet dug into his arm brace and the beautiful, dusty peachish wings fluttered restlessly.  The Palace was well-stocked with bloodhawks, of course, but it wasn’t within her list of daily tasks to personally send them off to the Hilt.   
 
                 “We’ll just let Kyr know we’re through the Empire,” Kore crooned to it when they reached the crown of the hill.  With gentle, sure fingers, he checked to make sure his message was secure in its tiny leg canister, then almost lovingly pulled off the hood.
 
                 The bloodhawk helped him with an impatient snap of its head.  Underneath the hood, a well-shaped head with a powerful, hooked beak and an eye the color of claret swiveled in on Sable, fixing her with such a shockingly ferocious glare that she involuntarily drew back.  But that was nothing to its scream, a shrieking challenge so chilling that she felt goose bumps come up on her arms and her heart start to pound.
 
                 Kore, completely misreading her reaction, murmured, “Aye, he’s a beauty, isn’t he?  And afraid of nothing…fly now, fierce one, back to your hunting ground—”  and he threw his arm up in the air.
 
                 Powerful wings flung out to either side of it as the bloodhawk grabbed at the air, climbing with dizzying speed before leveling out.  Once, twice, it circled, looking like he was considering them for dinner to Sable’s eye, before power-stroking his body into a thermal and away from them.  He disappeared with quick, deadly grace, almost invisible against the sky.  But his moonshadow drifted, eerily defined on the sand below, straight south.  Sable, a little unsettled at the vicious savagery of its eyes and voice, realized she was following it, in a sense.  Following that savage shadow into a savage land, that, judging by the reverent looks on Kore and his warriors’ faces as they followed the bird’s flight, was deeply admired for its savagery.
 
                 What was she doing?
 
                 The featureless landscape spreading out in front of them by the mystical light of the moon was much more impressively so by the harsh light of the sun—featureless, not mystical.  There was nothing the least bit romantic about, in fact.  Occasional soft mounds of orange-ish sand had drifted in over the brownish-grey, gravelly earth.  The Idon had plunged under the Shimmerings, evidently to stay, if the absolute lack of greenery in the desolation before them was any indicator.  In fact, there wasn’t much of anything that wasn’t horizon in sight that next morning.  
 
                 It made one most appreciative of the indomitable cheer of the Rach…though there was a subtle change in them as well.  There were no more races or separating from the group, and a permanent detail of warriors rotated out at the head, rear and flanks of the procession.  A serious and patently more watchful guard was posted whenever they stopped, and they stopped earlier, taking advantage of the coolness to reenergize from increasingly exhausting days.  The sun was so relentless on the unprotected plains that she felt like she was on slow broil in a kitchen oven.
 
                 The good side was that there were fewer distractions.  She could finally nail Kore down on some of these colorful Aerach social eccentricities.  A little guiltily, she determined to get some proper classifications going—so far the journey had been little more than an unconscionably pleasurable holiday.  Besides, she told herself without much enthusiasm, what better to take one’s mind off the suffocating heat, flies, and smell of horse than market analysis and import tariffs?  
 
                 “So, the Rachar is made up mostly of Shagreens?” she was querying Kore by mid-morning.   
 
                 “Entirely.”  Kore was making no effort to hide his merriment at her struggles to understand Aerach government—or the lack thereof.
 
                 “There’re no merchantmen?  No craftspeople represented?”
 
                 “No…” he scratched his chin thoughtfully.  “We don’t really have any.”
 
                 She looked at him in thorough objection.  “How about the saddlemakers?  The people who—who—who make these tents, and your cookware and who weave your blankets?”
 
                 “Secondary occupations.  Hobbies.”
 
                 “The cattlemen!” she cried in triumph, remembering the huge Aerach herds they’d left behind them in the Shimmerings.
 
                 “A forced rotation,” he confided deflatingly.  “No Rach voluntarily leaves the Sheel.”
 
                 “Medical personnel,” she said, half-laughing in exasperation.
 
                 “Every adult is a healer.”  He was grinning openly.
 
                 “You can’t run a Realm based solely on the interests of the military!”
 
                 “Correction, Lady Queen,” he chortled.  “YOU can’t run a Realm based solely on the interests of the military!”
 
                 She laughed with him, shaking her head and firmly ignoring the ferocious scowl from her Queensknight.  “So, the Rachar…” she continued encouragingly.  “They make the laws, serve as the legal courts...?” 
 
                 Kore shook his handsome head.  “They will Stand in judgment at the behest of the Rach and they will Stand when a new Rach must be elected, but otherwise their purpose is purely to serve as council at the Rach’s request.”
 
                 She suppressed a pang of envy.  Simplicity had its benefits.  “And what is their leader called?”
 
                 “The Rach,” Kore said, dead-pan.
 
                 “You know what I mean,” she accused him, a chuckle gurgling up in her throat.
 
                 “Aye,” he admitted good-naturedly, “but I can’t satisfy your curiosity.  They are all equal—it is for the Rach to decide whose voice he heeds most.”
 
                 She shook her head, saying playfully in the oddly formal tones the Rach sometimes adopted, “You honor me with your honest replies.”
 
                 His face grew serious.  “It is you who honor me, and I will never forget it.”
 
                 She paused, glancing at him doubtfully.  “The Kingsmeet,” he prompted her, which didn’t clarify the situation at all.  “It is for the great rulers to speak at such a table, and yet you addressed me personally, with the respect of equals,” he explained quietly, dipping his head to her with more affecting homage than she was quite comfortable with.  
 
                 This was awkward—she didn’t want this stiff formality between them, not when she was just getting used to the sincerity, the easy inclusiveness of her hosts.  “That was quite a table, wasn’t it?” she said wryly, trying to change the subject.  “Prime Council Channing provided just the perfect touch of zip to the party.”
 
                 His face lightened again.  “I’ve had few dealings with the North, but my understanding is that most of her people are much more like him than unlike.  You are unusual…we are lucky to have you.”
 
                 Which was unaccountably embarrassing and not much improvement at all.
 
                 “It’s significant,” he mused, saving her from having to reply, “that now, at this time, we have such rare gifts in our leaders—the Wolfmaster, King Kane, yourself…”
 
                 “We might have to leave Lord Khrieg off the list,” she remarked drolly, more unguarded with this simple man in the middle of the desert than she’d ever been with her most astute advisor in the privacy of her audience room.
 
                 “Do not underestimate Cyrrh,” he cautioned soberly.  “The Skylord seems impotent, but Cyrrh will stand if all other Realms were to fall.  From the time of the Four Brothers, she has stood inviolate.  Lirralhisa has never been taken, her Torques never permanently breached.  When all the Realms crawled with Tarq before the Great Peace, Cyrrh was still clean.  She will stand to the end, mark my words.”
 
                 “Are her people so much stronger and fiercer than the mighty Rach?” she teased outrageously, and he grinned.
 
                 “Durable, I’d say.  And Cyrrh has some terrain advantages.”
 
                 “And do all the Rach share these sentiments, or is this your highly valued opinion?”  This was only half in jest.  The Rach seemed to look at the world in a whole different way than Northerners, and it fascinated her.
 
                 “It’s mostly Kyr’s opinion,” he confessed, shooting her an apologetic grin like he’d been caught plagiarizing.  
 
                 Something flip-flopped in her belly.  “The Lord Rach?” she said casually, as if she hadn’t thought of him in years.
 
                 “Aye.  There’s never been a Rach like him either…so involved with other Realms, so aware of what’s happening outside the Sheel.  A Rach’s eyes are always turned South…Kyr’s seem to rove the world.”
 
                 “How do you mean, ‘involved’?” she pressed quickly, unwilling to dwell on that naked adulation in the Shagreen’s voice.
 
                 “Well, he’s got the Sharhi-Tir—the westernmost Wing—working with the Fox to find the ’Shard.  He’s forced the Faracens, the Wing on the Sea, into boats (of all things), to join the Merrani in patrols of the Eastern Sheel. He’s even sent an emissary up to see if he can find the Ranks of the Ram, wanting to delve into their knowledge of the Tarq.”
 
   “I didn’t think Rach ever left the Sheel...” Sable, listening raptly to all this, had to cut in.  How galling would that be if Kyr were to succeed at establishing relations with the Ram from hundreds of leagues away where the Empire had failed to even spot their shadow right there on their own doorstep.
 
   “No.  It wasn’t a happy Rach, believe me.  But,” Kore continued, “it’s like he’s obsessed with destroying the Tarq…not just fighting them like Rach are usually content with.  He’s set the entire Red Watch to training dawn eagles, which can be taught to track prey.  All they’ve done is fly out to the middle of the Sheel and circle around aimlessly, but still, no one’s ever thought of that before.  Kyr’s led as much as a rill out himself, for weeks at a time, searching, searching…he’s always searching.”
 
   In a way, she thought later, laying in the dark with a breeze that was almost cold chilling her overheated skin, it was a relief.  This totally explained her fascination with Kyr—he was handsome and charming, of course, like most Rach, but he also had these very admirable, Northern-like qualities.  He was driven, open-minded, bold, a Rach ahead of his time.  So, she could relate to him.  That’s what it was—she was relating.
 
   Searing days that blistered with heat passed in a steady march into star-spangled nights that needed a blanket for comfort.  The little mounds of drifted sand grew steadily, seeming to devour the gravelly grey ground until it was as if the whole world was composed of dunes of  fine, soft, orange sand; one endless toil uphill and stilting plunge down the other side, repeated a hundred times a day.  The horses never faltered, the Rach never wavered or slowed.  She began to see the necessity of the agile Aerachs.  Rorig’s big warhorse grew more and more weary with the sun and sand until the Queensknight angrily had to accept the offer of a loan just to keep up with her mare.  The other two Northerners had done so long ago—Evara, her maid, who had primly withstood the charms of the Rach for almost 36 hours, and Lt. Waylan, Androssan’s military attaché.  He’d (happily—what cavalry officer wouldn’t grab at the reins of a full-blooded Aerach if offered?) left his army-issue gelding back at Crossing, donned the fitted leather pants and loose, white cotton blouse of the Aerach warrior, and was quite cheerfully bareback, freckled, and sunburnt.
 
   When the fickle Idon flowed to the surface again, it was in the oasis they called the Don Eshaid.  There had been so many mirages at this point in Sable’s life that it was a little surprising to have this one turn into the real paradise promised by the ripples of heat.  Palm trees, the greenest, most peaceful, beautiful tree she’d ever seen, at last gave definition to the horizon.  Water, real, flowing water, just like she remembered, lay tranquilly in among the groves of green, giving life to rushes, bird and animal life, date and fig palms.  She couldn’t remember ever tasting anything so sweet as that water, couldn’t remember when plant life was so welcome.  Peace flowed over her as she bathed in a secluded pool that night, the big fan palms breathlessly exotic against the brilliant spectacle of the sunset, the strange cries of ibis and water dove a soothing symphony over the background of frog and insect life.  She’d never been so aware, so thankful of life before.
 
   Rorig, standing guard as she and Evara bathed, turned to her as they emerged from their heavenly bath.  It was still so hot that Sable could feel her clothes drying against her soaking wet skin even a few yards away from the water, and she was so limp with pleasure that she had to force herself to focus on him.  It was made easier by the now acrid odor of his person as he leaned close to hiss in scandalized tones, “Beware, Majesty—there are Rach bathing everywhere.  Nude!”
 
   “How unusual,” she murmured soggily, brushing past him.  He was approaching the ludicrous.  “You have my permission to bathe,” she suggested, dimly tactful.
 
   “I would not leave you to indulge myself in such a sensuous pleasure,” he denied heatedly.
 
   “I insist,” she murmured equably.  
 
   She sank without much evidence of a vertebra into the pile of blankets arranged for her at her tent, watching the camp activity from under heavy lids while Evara brushed through her hair.  Even Rach at rest aren’t particularly still, however, and pretty soon energetic splashing and serious-sounding activity intruded into her half coma.  The camp lay spread out throughout the palm grove, including its various pools, and one of these had held what looked like a crocodile.  It was hard to tell, as the group of women came hauling it in around her fire—it was a little mangled.  
 
   Sable sat up with a start as they deposited it nearby, happily and unapologetically pulling out the long, wicked cooking knives they all wore at their waists.  
 
   “What happened?” she asked Taneh, who glanced over at her and grinned.
 
    “It attacked,” Kore’s wife said calmly, commencing to butcher and chat with disconcerting harmony.  “Seara had to kill it…it can be delicious if grilled right,” she assured her, misconstruing the frozen look on her face.
 
   Sable swallowed.  The creature had to be almost two yards long, but none of the women were particularly excited.  None had gone running to the men, whom she assumed were still bathing since there wasn’t a sign of them.  She watched them for several minutes, a number of Northern-Aerach cultural disparities coming prominently to mind.  “Were there more?” she finally asked faintly.
 
   “Oh, they’re all over the oasis,” one of the women assured her, as if to assuage concerns that perhaps just the one wouldn’t feed everyone.
 
   The Northern military attaché came up just then, bleached hair dripping, and stopped to look wide-eyed at dinner.  He glanced quickly at Sable and she said, “Perhaps we should warn Rorig.”
 
   He took his freckled self off to save the Queensknight, while it occurred to Sable that the danger was probably minimal—knowing Rorig, he probably bathed with his sword.
 
   When a silence fell among the women gathered at their catch, Sable ventured admiringly, “It seems amazing to me that women are not in positions of power among the Rach.  You obviously fear nothing.”
 
   One of them rolled her eyes.  “You’ll send the menfolk grey with that kind of talk.”    Everyone smiled, but not unkindly.
 
   “They’re strivers, our men,” another of them said, “striving to fight off the Tarq, striving to protect their families, striving to breed the best horses and raise the happiest families…an endless striving until their short lives end,” she finished wryly, and several of them shook their heads.  No one was smiling now.
 
   “We are Illians,” Taneh said, which Sable thought wasn’t relevant to the conversation at all.  But to be polite, when the silence stretched she asked reluctantly, “What do you mean?”
 
   “Men and women are equal in His eyes.  But not the same.  We strive for different things.”
 
   “We’re both guided by Him,” the sardonic one said, and her face seemed suddenly to line with sorrow, “they die for Him.”  Sable blinked.  Taneh’s strong, quiet eyes met hers across the small cookfire.
 
   “They will speak of Il as men do,” she said softly.  “Of His might and will and honor and strength.  But we know the truth.  That He is the God of endless comfort, the God of more-than-death, the God of life-goes-on.”
 
   Sable sat and watched silently, then, looking on women who did not giggle or banter or chatter foolishly.  They worked quietly and deftly and their words were of those that had long moved on from childhood.
 
   That oasis could’ve lasted forever and she would have been quite happy.  Unfortunately, it took far less than a day to traverse paradise, and by around noon, prime-boil, they were leaving the last of the fronds and frogs behind.  Facing the burning glare of orange waste in front of them, though, Sable felt like a different person.  How much for granted she’d taken things like water, food…living beings.
 
   They were a pretty disreputable bunch by the time they reached the Ramparts.  It was a good two weeks’ ride down, the home of the Rach closer to Crossing than any other Realm capital simply because the Rach were the most steadily and consistently besieged with Enemy and refused to be long or far away from their defenses.  Aerach parties regularly made the trip in a week and a half, and their group wasn’t far off from that.  Still, it had been almost a week since any bathing had taken place, last occurrence at the oasis, and Sable felt begrimed to her toes.  
 
   But when they crossed that last low ridge of dunes, and the Ramparts were suddenly there, spreading out beyond sight to the east and west, and the great, flat, shimmering Sheel beyond them soared out and away to the horizon, everything else left her mind.  It was the biggest land she’d ever seen.  Even the low sand dunes were gone from the horizon and it was just one huge, empty, glowing, orange desert until the curve of the earth hid it from view.
 
   She didn’t know why she’d always pictured the Ramparts as black—probably because word-of-mouth had them as so imposing—but they were of the same salmon-colored sand as everything else in the vicinity.  Just massive.  Kaskari had done one whale of a job.  The Hilt, home of the Rach himself, the Rachar, and she assumed any visiting dignitaries (probably infrequent), jutted out toward them from the flat, uninterrupted face of the defensive wall.  
 
   They’d apparently been spotted, because people were starting to pour out of the Hilt and the long stream of tents that lay on the northern side of the wall.  They congregated into little pools, hands raised to shield their eyes as they looked toward the bedraggled group shuffling down the last sand hill.  One single warrior separated from the rest as they drew closer, striding boldly to meet them.  By the time she’d recognized who it was, Kore was announcing in a terrific bellow that they probably heard back in Crossing:
 
   “RACH KYR!”
 
   Instantly, sound and motion seemed to freeze.  Every single Rach dismounted so quickly and smoothly that if Kore hadn’t been right next to her she probably wouldn’t have been aware of it.  The humans bowed their heads, taking a knee, a shushura of whispered commands by the warriors bending their horses’ heads, as well, over suddenly outthrust forelegs.  Three weeks ago, Sable would have found this almost laughable sentimental posturing, but now it seemed deeply stirring…that all that mass of dynamic, joyful, noisy life could become so suddenly and completely still.
 
   And all for that one man, striding long-legged and powerful towards them, buckskins fading into the background, brown neck rising out of the billowing blouse…and looking at no one but her.
 
   She swallowed, throat drier than thirst had ever made it, and thought rather erratically that she was a thick-headed dolt…to mistake this feeling for anything other than what it was.
 
   He never faltered until he reached the side of her little mare, looking up into her face like he’d been lost for three nights and four days in the Sheel in the rainy season and she was the white gazelle.
 
   She didn’t seem able to move, her heart wedged into her dry throat, not a single intelligent thought in her Royal head, just…gazing at him.  Reaching up, he put his hands on her hips and placed her without any discernible effort in front of him.  Where they could stare at each other in close quarters with growing smiles.
 
   “Welcome to the Ramparts,” he said huskily.
 
   Then he turned, raising up Kore and chesting him with rough affection, and the babble began again in the whirling, spirited spectacle of Aerach life.  Kyr swung his Shagreen’s little daughter up on one broad shoulder and, walking companionably next to Sable, led the whole procession into the crowd a short distance away.
 
   There was quite a bit of cheering going on, conducted with so much genuine delight that Sable found herself smiling much more sincerely than she ever had for Northern crowds.  The Rach beamed at her, their little ones darting out to sprinkle what smelled suspiciously like perfume in her path (was that a hint?), and their ubiquitous pack of dogs panting happily in barkless good temperament.  A rush of honest affection for these honest people came over her—Kyr would not have received a welcome of such unpretentious warmth in the North.
 
   He stopped them all at the entrance to the Hilt, in the shade of amazingly intricate arches towering overhead,  and turned to address the eager crowd.  As if perhaps he had something to say that they couldn’t have already gathered, Sable thought wryly, looking at all the expectant faces.  
 
   “Great is the honor visited upon the Rach this day!” he cried.  “Across the wastes, scorning danger, scorning trial and hardship has come the Magnificent Northern Queen!”  Cheers drowned him out and Sable blushed to the roots of her sandy hair, fighting the urge to smooth it or straighten her dress or something.  Magnificent?  
 
   “As Il has moved her heart and protected her on her long journey, so we move this day to welcome her, to honor her, to lay all that we have before her!” He stepped away from her, presenting her with a flourish of one well-muscled brown arm.  “Queen Sable!”  
 
   There was a tremendous amount of noise for the modest size of the crowd.  A faint longing for the formal restraint of Northern ceremony crossed her mind, but there was nothing for it but to smile graciously and hope he wasn’t long-winded.
 
   “From this day on, she will be remembered as Sable the Fair, for fair is her face and form, fair her will and determination, and fair her courage!”
 
   Oh, no.  She had no doubt that was not mere grandiloquence.  A hundred years from now the next luckless Imperial visitor would be regaled with hopelessly exaggerated tales of the passage of Sable the Fair.  What next? 
 
   She hadn’t long to wait on that account.  Gesturing inconspicuously off to the side, he continued grandly, “Long and well we will feast in the Queen’s honor, but for now let us welcome her in our own way…”
 
   The crowd parted.  Kore’s son Kenai came walking through, leading a little mare so glowing, so exquisite, one hardly could categorize her as a horse.  Sable had the unfamiliar sensation of her throat closing as a rush of emotion seized her.  And not because the creature was almost priceless in the North, either…but because it meant so much to the Rach.  It was like a living, breathing piece of themselves, a horse.
 
   Partly out of awe and partly because she didn’t trust herself to speak, she walked slowly and deliberately around the mare, making a show of looking her over.  You can’t just say thanks and take hold of the bridle when a Rach presents you with a horse, anyway, so it was a good use of time.  The mare was without any blemish that she could find, which didn’t surprise her, and so light a shade of chestnut that she gleamed like gold in the sun.  Barely more than a filly, so that she would have her for years, she was bright and delicate and ineffably beautiful.
 
   “It is customary to say her name,” Kyr murmured to her when she circled back around to the horse’s chiseled head.  He looked inordinately proud of himself.
 
   “What is it?” Sable asked in surprise, amazed she’d been so overcome she’d missed it.  Too much time in the sun.
 
   His eyes flew wide in suppressed mirth, like she’d just trotted out something hilarious, and Kenai whispered helpfully, “You have to name her, Lady Queen.”
 
   “Do you need help?” Kyr whispered, now serious—no doubt this was a grave matter to a Rach—as she first blushed then stood there, tongue-tied.  The crowd waited, absolutely silent down to the last well-behaved hound and toddler, waiting for a name to occur to her.  She tore her eyes from his, which definitely weren’t helping her concentrate, and focused on her gift…the elegance of the slim legs, the high arch in the perfectly formed neck, the silken flow of golden mane and tail.  She was like a piece of art.
 
   “Filigree,” she announced.  She was expecting cheers and approbation, but not the shocked exclamations of delight, the clapped hands to wide mouths, the little cries and gasps that preceded the wide grins.  She looked around, wondering.  Even Kyr’s face showed surprise, though he hid it quickly with that irrepressible good-humor.
 
   “What?” she asked out of the side of her mouth.
 
   “It’s a good name,” he said, unhelpfully, taking her arm and heading into the Hilt.
 
   “Is it…significant?”
 
   He seemed to be chewing on a smile.  “Filigree was the beloved mare of Rach Kyle’s  mate.”
 
   The banquet, to Sable’s surprise, was set for the next day.  Somehow, she’d expected the Rach to be the type that would want to appear strong and unaffected by such measly trials as traversing the desert for weeks on end.  She was unequivocally grateful for the chance to rest and the luxury of a bath…but as she sat looking over the Sheel from her rooms high up in the Hilt that night, she was shocked at the loneliness.  For weeks her nights had been filled with laughter and song, jokes and stories, the lilting, pounding, toe-tapping dances and the living, vibrating hum of human energy…right up until the moment she lay down and closed her eyes.  In her mind, that long and toilsome trek through empty lands and debilitating heat had been a rite of passage of sorts.  They had lived through something, her and her Rach, and she missed them.
 
   She had sent Evara next door to her own room, not wanting Northern company, but she looked up eagerly when a Rach girl knocked and entered to attend her.
 
   “Do you need anything, Lady Queen?” the young girl asked.  Like all the teenage girls she’d come to know over the past days, she was slender and graceful and deft as she moved around the room, her long black hair hanging loose to her waist.  She was probably twelve or thirteen, too young to be married—just.  They didn’t dally about that sort of thing among the Rach.
 
   “No, thank-you.”  Just for conversation, she added, “The sand must get over everything down here, living so close to the Sheel.”
 
   “Sheeldust, we call it, and it does,” she answered, prompt and unaffected.  She gave Sable a smile, as shockingly free of sycophancy as all of them, and Sable sighed and smiled back.
 
   “What’s your name?” she asked her.  
 
   “Krysta.  Kore is my brother—you came down with him.”
 
   Sable looked at her searchingly.  “The Royal Line.  And you’re serving as a maid?”  High-ranking ladies like Cerise attended her in Archemounte, but you wouldn’t catch one of them turning down a bed.
 
   “The Royal Line runs thick and strong through the Ramparts,” the girl answered, unoffended and unperturbed.  “It is an honor to serve.  Even though Kore is the best-loved of the Shagreens, he gladly accepts even the most menial tasks.  And Kyr has sent him on some real winners.”  For a second she was all teenager, rolling her eyes and flipping a lock of hair over her shoulder.
 
   Sable stifled a laugh.  Dragging a brush through her thick, drying hair, she asked carefully, “So if something were to happen to the Lord Rach, would Kore be the next Banded?”  Sometimes the unguarded mouths of the young could be a great source of illumination.  What Kore had told her about the process certainly didn’t make much sense.
 
   Krysta’s face went still and she stared at Sable so stricken that the queen stopped the brush mid-stroke.  “When the Rachar next Stands, may all of us be gone.  It would be far better to have died at Kyr’s side than to live on without him.”
 
   Sable stared.  Melodrama, while a normal teenage phenomena, was not quite enough to explain this…this gravity.  But, surely…She tried to lighten things up.  “But he sends Rach away from the Sheel!” she said lightly.
 
   “That’s because he sees farther than the rest of us,” Krysta said softly, still serious.  “He listens harder, seeks more, feels deeper than anyone.  Shade’s a little cooler, water’s a little sweeter when Kyr’s around,” she ended, unapologetically eloquent.
 
   Obviously a teenage crush, Sable thought to herself as she climbed between the layered luxury of smooth cotton sheets later.  Nevermind that she was fast coming to agree with her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
                 It took them three days to reach the Silver Torque, three days of the unchanging, never-the-same shifting weave and weft of the jungle tapestry that encompassed their new existence.  Green of every shade imaginable was the order of the days, the scummy green of the Sirensong and the gooey trail, the reptilian grey-green of the crocodiles and pervasive lizard life, the bright, lush green of the trees and ferns and palms and the dense undergrowth, and the oppressive, dark green of the web of vines…and the shadows.  Endless shadow stretched away in every direction, leagues and leagues and leagues of it out of the touch of the sun and alive with whatever the imagination saw fit to populate it with.
 
                 It was the same crawling tangle of greenery in every glance, the same darting creatures barely seen before they disappeared, the same striking, beautiful plant life, the same flashing axes as stagriders cleared foliage and interested jungle denizens out of their immediate path.  Ari, trying clumsily to emulate them, found he hadn’t much dexterity.  Fortunately, there was plenty of practice.
 
                 The mind got so used to the visual pattern being imposed on it that when a stag and rider come loping up to them along the path one mid-morning, the Northerners thought they’d been stung by one of those potent little purple flowers again.  Loren had been loopy for several entertaining hours after the last one.    
 
   But there were, truly, apparently still other humans in the world, because they all saw this one bow low in his saddle and proceed surreally to welcome them to Southern Tor, Silver Torque, in the singsong voice of Cyrrh.  Sharing bemused glances, they fell in behind him down the widening trail.
 
                 A hundred yards out from the Torque, the ground dipped sharply in front of them, and the startling and fantastic vision of the great Southern Tor loomed suddenly into view.  Far taller than any structure they’d seen yet, it was escorted into being by an enormous, chilling mass of fangvine-swarmed wall, flanked by even higher trees, and for a few strides, impressively in full view.  In the center of the vision rose the slim, elegant, towering Tor itself, unassailable, otherworldly, a structure of such graceful power and artistry that it seemed like a lost relic of another age, buried in the vast jungle far from civilization.  
 
                 They approached almost in awe, senses reeling from the visual impact—though Rodge managed to find his voice when they drew close enough to see what was shimmering over the high, arched gate.  
 
                 “That…that can’t be real,” he said to Rhuq with avaricious amazement.
 
                 “Real?” The Cyrrhidean slowly began to smile.  “A real gemstone?”  They both ducked as a flying squirrel the size of a terrier dive-bombed them, snapping its teeth.  “Nay, friend.  ‘Tis a real Emerald, but it is a triele, one of the Stones of Laschald.”  Rodge’s mouth drooped open mindlessly as they passed underneath it, a huge, lozenge-shaped, faceted thing of luminous green.  It lay entwined in a shimmering mass of delicate silver leaves and vines, gleaming out at the visitors like some sort of all-seeing green eye.
 
                 Everything about this Tor was bigger, finer, more lavish, the walls more massive, the rooms grander and covered in delicate woodworkings as fine as tapestry, but the hospitality was the same.  They were treated like they were guests in a royal court, and if the Sentinels stared at Loren’s blue eyes and Rodge’s white skin, they virtually worshipped Cerise.  Perhaps not the best thing for her redoubtable ego, but it did keep the edge off her tongue.
 
                 There were other travelers at this Tor, the first they’d seen.  Rodge, who was amazed anyone would voluntarily endure this trip through the Torques, was further amazed to find they were merchants.  They ogled all night through dinner, but Melkin and Cerise completely and inconsiderately monopolized them for the entire evening.  The boys had to finally go to bed with only the barest shreds of curiosity being satisfied.
 
                 The next morning, the screaming jungle wasn’t the only thing that greeted them in the Tor’s courtyard.  There, in magnificent green and gold silks, tightening cinches on heavily loaded stags, were the merchants.  Unfortunately they were accompanied by a sudden climatic temper tantrum, a deluge of such magnificence that the Northerners could literally barely see a foot in front of them.  They turned and dashed back inside, where they shook as much water as they could off—in the few seconds they’d been in the rain, they were completely soaked.  It was like someone had upended a bottomless bucket of water over the Tor.  
 
                 Rodge, bumping into Melkin, jumped like he’d backed into a blade.  The Master’s face was black and surly, and he stared vindictively out at the storm.  Out in the curtain of rain, the merchants could be seen dimly moving around, continuing to tighten their shadowcloth-sheathed loads, and then, unbelievably, mounting up and heading south out of the gate, ignoring the raging inclemency all around them.
 
                 “What an unreasonable place,” Cerise observed next to Rodge, lips twisting at the impenetrable wall of weather just outside.
 
                 “What’s that?” Rodge asked, pointing at the golden bangle she was fingering on one slender wrist.
 
                 She glanced at it, shrugging.  “A gift.  From one of the merchants.”
 
                 Rodge goggled.  “He just gave you a solid gold bracelet?”
 
                 Her face indicated clearly that this was a perfectly appropriate gesture for one such as herself, but she managed to verbally contain herself.  “It wasn’t exactly free—it came with the requisite torturous background story.”  She held it up so they could see the design etched with intricate delicacy into the metal.  She rolled her eyes at them.  “The Empress’s first visit to Cyrrh, circa two thousand years ago.”
 
                 Loren and Ari brightened.  She shook her head at them.  “Forget it.  I’m not repeating that nonsense.”
 
                 “What else, exactly, is it that you have to do?” Loren said encouragingly, gesturing out at the sheeting rain.  “We need to know everything we can about the Empress.”
 
                 She gave him an even look.  But then Traive came down the stairs with the richly dressed Torquelord and stood with an air of readiness looking out at the monsoon, as if he expected clear skies any moment.  Obviously required to be in the immediate vicinity, and faced with Loren’s pleading look, she reluctantly caved.
 
                 “So, her first mission to Cyrrh was in the time of great darkness, or some such thing—the usual,” she sighed.  “Lots of despair, death and destruction, blah, blah, blah.  The first Torque kept being overrun by dragons, the gryphons were ravaging their handlers, or something, there was all this civil unrest, etc., etc.”
 
                 “What do you mean, ‘ravaging,’ precisely?” Rodge asked closely.
 
                 “Apparently they’re hard to train, or domesticate—I can’t remember the term he used—so they, er, tend to turn on the people trying to tame them.”  She looked uneasy, and went on quickly, “So, the Empress came in, this great dramatic entrance where she stopped an out-of-control gryphon from killing the ruler, the descendent of Khristophe, with just an upraised hand or some poetic greatness.  She healed him from—no surprise—mortal injuries, and stayed on to proselytize.”
 
                 She stopped.  The boys looked at her.  
 
                 “You’re a terrible story-teller,” Loren told her bluntly, at the same time Ari asked, “That’s it?”
 
                  She shrugged impatiently.  “Of course not.  The tale took hours.  There was probably at least thirty minutes of ‘pale-skinned for a Cyrrhidean’ and ‘dark-haired for a Cyrrhidean’ and ‘hair like the richest earth’ and other bilge just describing the Empress.” 
 
   “The Empress is Cyrrhidean?” Rodge said.  Despite Banion’s explanation, they’d all just assumed with a nickname like ‘Empress’…
 
   “Didn’t you know?” she asked sarcastically.  Ari and Loren were still staring at her, thin-lipped.
 
                 Rolling her eyes yet again, she said, “There was something about her and Laschald—apparently it’s an interrealm belief that she had some sort of formal diplomatic relationship with the gods—she took it upon herself to chastise Cyrrh’s god for his social experimentation.”
 
                 “Can’t you talk like a normal human?” Loren asked.
 
                 “These are called words,” she retorted.  “Those who are not unlettered idiots use them to communicate.  If you can’t understand anything over two syllables, blame your ignorance on your efforts at University.”  He glowered at her.
 
                 “What social experiment?” Ari overrode them laboriously.
 
                 Her lips thinned.  “Apparently Laschald was trying out the idea of a society unburdened by formal marriage contracts, which was causing considerable unrest and lack of attention to things like security and survival,” she said, with rigor mortis-stiff disapproval.
 
                 The boys raised their eyebrows.
 
                 Her eyes shifted past them to the courtyard, face lightening.  “Well, tirna don’t rust,” she murmured.  The three of them turned just as the sun came out, the rain having vanished and birds already screaming raucously as if the world hadn’t almost just been flooded out of existence.
 
                 Traive, who they all had been thinking had finally lost his touch, walked calmly out and mounted up, and in a rush they all followed.
 
                    The Gold Band, when they reached it a few days later, was obviously one more step up the ladder of opulence—as first evidenced by the gargantuan Emerald suspended over the gate from a nest of golden ropes that probably weighed more than Banion.  Everything here was grander, more elaborate yet, accompanied by such a marked air of age that Ari could feel it in the air.  The wooden cut reliefs in the enormous common rooms were almost black with all the centuries of varnish, their intricacies muted and dulled with the wearing passage of time. Still, though the walls may have been ancient and crumbling, they were so thick and well-built that all you were aware of was the aura of invincibility emanating off them.  Just the size of the place was intimidating.  And as they wandered into the Hall in search of the mess later, they stopped short at the sight of an enormous tapestry, still brilliant despite the fraying at its edges, a work of art preserved in breathtaking splendor.  It was a likeness of a woman, done in glowing, luminous colors, a good two man-lengths high and taking up one whole, soaring wall.
 
                 “This is pure silk,” Cerise said narrowly.  She’d walked up to it, leaning close to peer at the work.
 
                 “A picture of a Whiteblade, no doubt,” Rodge said drolly, well-versed in the ways of Cyrrh by this point.  “Commemorating her saving of the Torque uncounted ages ago.”
 
                   “Probably defending it single-handedly from masses of Enemy,” Loren agreed, with more approval.
 
                 Traive, who’d followed them in with Melkin, said quietly, “That’s the Empress.”
 
                 The room went quiet.  Cerise backed slowly away, staring up at the picture, thread quality forgotten.  They all gazed at it, at the slim, straight figure, the long brown braid in a thick plait coming forward over one shoulder and falling past her knees, the piercing, gentle green eyes.  It made Ari feel strange, to see her as a human.                            
 
   After dinner, Rodge and Loren bent their heads assiduously over the plans for the evening.  They’d made several new friends amongst the Sentinels—the majority of them, to be precise, one of whom came with an innocuous pet cobra that was going to somehow find its way into Cerise’s bath.  Ari, whose appetite for carefree mischief was right up there with that for the local delicacy of grilled snail, wandered out of the Tor.  
 
                 Looming up around him in the simmering jungle gloom rose the colossal walls of the Gold Band, and seeing a private headed to the narrow staircase up to the sentry walk, he was struck with an idea.  The private bargained like a Northerner—tales of the Empire in exchange for such unauthorized access—but in the end he agreed to let Ari follow him up.
 
                 The wooden sentry walk was a lot less sturdy than it looked from the ground.  Ari felt his gorge rise when he risked a look down—dozens of dizzying yards, and not any easier on the stomach just because the light was fading.  He turned his back quickly and stared out into the jungle, already almost black, the light picking out lighter colored flowers and birds for only a yard or so into its depths.  He was convinced Sentinels sensed much more out there than they ever saw—they were reacting sometimes before anything even became visible.
 
                 He was just warming up to his description of Archemounte, in dutiful payment, when low voices and the sound of steps on the stairway sent his companion vanishing guiltily into thin air.  Ari followed as fast as he could, barely able to get out of sight along the walkway before the newcomers topped out.  Part of the deal was forgetting the private ever existed if he was caught up here.   He had no idea what he was going to do if they kept coming his direction, but the thought fled when he made out their voices.  It was Melkin and Traive.  He stopped, listening.
 
                 “—But he was different,” Melkin was growling.
 
                 “A change of heart, doubtless,” Traive’s voice was at its driest.  “Kane can be quite explicit, I’ve been told.”
 
                 “He’d been that already, and Perraneus had paid him all the mind of a misbehaving hound.  He was just never that arrogant before—and not only was it out of character, it disappeared within, what, a week?  And suddenly, at the Kingsmeet, he was meek as a mouse.  If I hadn’t known him all these years, I would’ve questioned his mental stability.”  Melkin sounded morose, obviously delighted at just one more morsel to add to his overfull platter of puzzles.
 
                 “Perhaps,” Traive suggested, in a totally different tone of voice, “it was the news he brought…what he ‘foresaw.’  Raemon’s resurgence—with the power, for the first time, to destroy the other gods...well, that would be a sobering vision even for a madman.” 
 
                 Melkin grunted sourly.  “I’m not saying I believe in prophecy, but I wouldn’t have minded if he ‘foresaw’ something else.  He was right about the Empress being involved in this whole thing, which I had trouble giving much credence to at the time—”
 
                 A woman’s shriek rent the air suddenly, and the conversation paused.  Below, the local domestic fowl population began a disturbed din of protest behind their thick screens, and a cloud of butterflies, nothing but flutterings of shadow wings in the deepening dusk, rose in a soft whir from the wall near Ari.  There was another scream, loud cries, a rushing of bodies.  A chaos of noise punctured the air of what had been a rather peaceful evening, then there was a crash of something breakable contacting stone Tor, and the strident sound of female shouting of a whole different tone echoed up from below.    
 
                 “Ah,” Traive said complacently.  For a moment, as the commotion very slowly ground to a lower decibel, they all stood quietly, two listening and one fervently grateful he wasn’t involved, and then Traive said mildly, “It should be safe now.”  He and Melkin moved back toward the stairs and Melkin said, “What was that about?”
 
                 Traive dipped his head with faint apology.  “The privates need a break in routine sometimes…”
 
                 Alone, Ari stared into the haze of jungle dusk, in the thrall of silence once more, bits of light marking fireflies and other unnamed motes of phosphorescence.  Nearby, a silent Sentinel that he hadn’t even noticed manned an enormous mounted crossbow, but he paid Ari no attention.  Perraneus…the mage had been different, Ari realized.  He hadn’t given the Kingsmeet much thought, preferring to push that particular memory into a box and close the lid, and its unintentional recall punctured through the soft peace of the evening.  Bitterly, he realized he was nothing but a moon-eyed calf, to think that he had known the Whiteblades just because he had dreamed of them in his babyhood.  Technically, he was still dreaming of them, but that just made him more ridiculous.  He was of Enemy blood, the people that worshiped Raemon, who was prophesied by certain mad magi to be looming up out of the near future desert with more power than ever.  His dream mother had said Il was pure…well, what would He have to do with him, then, cursed by all Realmsmen as offspring of the world’s single greatest evil?  If Il was so good and pure, how could he allow something like Raemon even to exist?  For that matter, Ari thought glumly, how could he allow something like Ari to exist?
 
                 There was a fresh breeze the next morning as they mounted up in the courtyard.  It had come to them in beguiling puffs here and there over the last few days, so brief you thought you were imagining its coolness.  But now it was a definite phenomenon, brisk and smelling of clean, open country, like a misplaced zephyr from the Crown Mountains far to their north.  
 
                 All the chatter and laughing (and bitter verbal assaults from the single put-out Northerner) came to a halt when the Torquelord escorted Traive and Melkin out.  Respectful Sentinels made their farewells and fled to various duties less conspicuous than under the Torquelord’s eye, and it was just the stagrider escort and themselves again, heading back out into the forest.  More than just the breeze was different this morning, though, and all of them could feel the air of anticipation.
 
                 They’d decided to overnight at the Band because Lirralhisa was still a full day’s ride away, but now that didn’t seem that long at all.  With the noise and bustle of town life on the horizon, Ari was already missing the jungle, the constant excitement, the concealment offered by its endless, dank, rich closeness.  Maybe…maybe when this was all over, when the Statue was found and the rumors laid to rest, he could come back here.  
 
                 They headed out as soon as the Torquelord was finished with Traive, even the stags restless under them, their delicate hooves prancing and pawing.
 
                 “Why are you putting ribbons on?” Rodge asked Rhuq.
 
                 “Honors,” the Sentinel corrected.  “Because we will be essentially on parade, my friends, and we want you to be proud of us.”  The other Sentinels were also pushing the thin green strips of cloth up their arms to just above the elbow.
 
                 The Northerners said nothing to that.  Their clothes were limp and discolored, there was sweat and grime lodged into every crevice of their beings, and they were baggy-eyed from lack of sleep, but it wasn’t the Imperial way to admit it.
 
                 They weren’t even an hour from the Tor when the jungle began to thin around them, melting away into one huge, gorgeous parkland.  The wind brought different smells now, cooking and animals and waste and the mustiness of human habitation.  It cooled Ari’s flushed face and ruffled his simmering hair and that old sense of adventure and curiosity began to kindle in him.
 
                 Everyone sat up straighter, even Rodge, who usually rode like a half-empty sack of grain.  After all the lowering, monotonous closeness of the weeks of jungle, the sudden space and light were invigorating.  There was even a horizon.  The Sirensong was almost a different river beside them, with a healthy bluish tint and nice, normal green rushes growing in lush profusion along its banks.  The tiny dragonflies of Cyrrh swooped and danced over its lily pads, everything catching the light so that the faint mist that drifted dreamily over the morning landscape seemed to sparkle.
 
                 The temperature was definitely cooler here, decidedly pleasant, and deciduous trees showing signs of fall color dotted the enormous leagues of lawn stretching out around them.  Cerise made an inarticulate sound, pointing off to the right at what looked like…a house.  As the mist lifted and more appeared ahead, closer to the road, the travelers could see they were whimsical things, these houses of Cyrrh.  Curved corners, irregular, rounded outlines, beautiful woodwork decorating every feature you could think of—one had a doorframe carved so exquisitely into a sitting gryphon that Ari did a double take, thinking it real.
 
                 More and more of them appeared as the day wore on, coalescing into wondrous little hamlets…and accompanied by people.  Without exception, they would stop and stare—not at the gorgeous stags, whose gold-tipped antlers caught the morning light, or the proud, straight-backed stagriders, but always at the Northerners.  At Rodge, no less, whose skin was so genetically deficient of pigment that he’d barely tanned a shade with all his weeks in the sun.
 
                 And there were girls.  Everywhere.
 
                 The boys were dizzy trying to follow them all with their eyes.  Golden girls with golden skin and big green eyes, with long hair that hung straight or curling or flowing in waves or tumbling down their backs.  You could smell their perfume and hear their quiet sing-song voices and tinkling laughs before you even came into a village.
 
                 Rodge, who had never in his life been the subject of female attention in any way resembling the positive, allowed after a few hours, “Maybe this place isn’t so bad after all.”
 
                 “Wait until you see the Heart of the Falls,” Rhuq said.  Rodge possibly hadn’t been referring to the geography, but he smiled agreeably.  
 
                 It was an effortless day, compared to any of their previous ones in Cyrrh, but it was made long by anticipation.  Ari didn’t see, as dusk settled in, how it could get any more beautiful.  His heavy misgivings had vanished, largely from the complete lack of attention he seemed to be drawing.  He never thought he’d be so delighted to be treated as almost invisible.  And the enchanting magic of the place…!  Leaves, yellow and orange and crimson and vermillion, swirled in the glistening evening air, backlit in the rosy grey dusk by the lights of the little cottages.  Huge moths, colored like nocturnal butterflies, flitted gently through a scene so dreamy, so homey, so warm that Ari felt a little sentimental for the hearth at Harthunters.  People talked and sang and played music and the air was full of contentment.
 
                 Then, they turned the corner around a stand of thick-trunked oak and the feeling of comfort vanished—replaced by thrilling awe.  Before them, in a breath-taking vista, soared a high and awesome cliff face that stretched for leagues around a deep valley bowl as if embracing it.  Three enormous waterfalls plunged thunderously down it at the far end, cataracts of frothing lace in the distance and obscured by the thick mist of their fall near the valley floor.  The air was thick with water droplets and the deep, bass song of all that water, a magical sheen over the incredible, softly scintillating scene.  For to the left of the falls, the entire cliff face encircling that end of the bowl was covered in bits of winking light, as if all those leagues of stone were buried under an iridescent layer of the tiny dragonflies or set with innumerable gems.  It was like some  jeweled crown of rock.    
 
                 Ari felt like an adventurer who’d found the city of lost treasure, like a man wandering the desert who’d finally found a clear, bright river.  Like he’d come home.
 
                  They breakfasted the next morning with the Skyprincess.  They were all gathered in a little room, complete with a verandah and view of the falls, and still not quite used to the stunning, sparkling beauty of the Skypalace, when she floated gracefully into the room.
 
                 “I’m Kindhriada, Kindri,” she introduced herself to their gaping faces in a desultory voice.  She drifted aimlessly in, like a bored teenager, and after gazing disinterestedly at the loaded table, sank into a chair as if it had taken the last of her energy to do so. 
 
                 The Northerners, most reluctant to stop stuffing the delicious food in their mouths and all a little taken back at the casual approach to formality in the Skypalace, murmured noncommittal and slightly awed greetings.  Even Cerise, whose formulas for protocol were normally a deep and abiding source of pride to her, was a little uncertain in the face of this almost medical-grade apathy.
 
                   They were all of them tremendously well-rested, unlike the listless royalty across the table.  The fur-covered stone floors or muddy grass of the past few weeks’ bed downs had become high, carved wooden beds with soft mattresses and silken bed linens last night.  And that strained tension that was commensurate with traveling the jungle was completely gone, for they were dozens of yards off the ground, in the Skypalace of Cyrrh.
 
                 This wondrous structure was basically a warren of caves, though so finely hewn and gorgeously decorated it took some architectural snooping to figure it out, and a lot of dedication to keep in mind.  Every surface seemed to be covered with a brilliant tapestry or an ornate work of art—some woven of precious metal, some glittering with jewels—or a gilt mirror.  Ari had never seen so many mirrors in his life.  Harthunters had one, to his knowledge, and it was a great treasure.  They were everywhere in the Palace, not only visually confusing and unpleasant if one had vivid red hair and looked like a Sheelman, but also making the rooms and passageways seem larger than they were.  They hadn’t noticed it last night, but in the bright dawn, it became apparent that they were also so cleverly placed as to reflect light far into the depths of the caves.  It had been the candles they’d noticed last night, so ubiquitous that it seemed bright as day even deep in the cliff.  Unlike the smoky things of Merrani that tended to smell like rendered animal fat, these smelled sweet and nestled in beautifully decorated wall niches or hung from orbs of colored glass.  In the finest apartments, they were set in delicate, patterned lanterns of paper or silk, and in the throne room, close to a hundred of them must have hung in that chandelier.  
 
                 Like the throne room, which had been so exotic, so ornate, that Ari wasn’t sure he hadn’t imagined it, their breakfast room sat at the edge of the cave system.  A carved, twining railing kept anyone from casually plunging over the edge, and the view of the falls, the birds swooping through its mist as the sun came up…well, it was slightly different than what Ari had envisioned when he’d heard ‘city.’
 
                 Loren sighed happily next to him—and he wasn’t gazing at the view either, at least not the view outside.  He’d never thought he’d see his Cyrrhidean princess again, and here he was eating breakfast with her.  Rodge looked at Ari, who thought Loren was being a little obvious, not to mention pathetic, and rolled his eyeballs.  Fortunately, the Skyprincess seemed too enervated to notice more than one thing at a time, currently fruit juice.  
 
                 Cerise finally ventured carefully, “It is a great honor to be here, Highness, and to, er, share your company.”
 
                 “The honor’s all mine,” the Princess sighed, so disinterested that the diplomacy on Cerise’s features slipped a little.  “It’s a rare thing for Northerners to brave the wilds of Cyrrh.”
 
                 “It wasn’t our idea,” Rodge told her baldly.  If he thought rudeness would get a sign of life where courtesy failed, he was disappointed.  Ari frowned at him anyway.  Rodge’s mouth had gotten them in enough trouble on this trip.  Loren just sat, blue eyes obliviously fixed on his true love, chewing happily at his ninth little hard-boiled, blue-shelled egg.
 
                 “The Dra got in shortly after your party retired last night,” she commented into the awkward silence and the Northerners all looked up brightly.  How they’d missed him these past few weeks.
 
                 “Dra Kai?” Ari asked.
 
                 “There’s only one Dra,” she answered cryptically, dully lifting a tiny piece of sweetbread to her mouth.  Rodge watched her drolly—there’d be no end of comments later, Ari was sure.  She was fascinating, he had to admit, and not just because it had been weeks since they’d seen a girl.  Technically, she should have been a breathtaking beauty.  Her face was delicate and elfin, with soft cupid’s-bow lips and fine brows like pale gold arching over the clear, sage-green eyes.  But there was no character to her face, no light or life.  She was like a doll or a statue.
 
                 The mannequin shocked them all by saying next, “There’ll be a Circle of Silk this afternoon once everyone’s rested.  I thought this morning you all might like to visit the gryphon eyries.”
 
                 Loren almost choked on his egg.  Rodge groaned.  Cerise looked determinedly polite.  It was up to Ari, barely able to conceal the surge of excitement coursing through him, to say, “Yes.  We’d be very interested, thank-you.”  Possibly the grossest understatement to ever leave his lips.
 
                 When Kindri rose slowly to her feet a few minutes later, apparently done with her few crumbs of breakfast, Loren and Ari almost knocked over their chairs jumping to their feet.  For a second, they forgot the ridiculous, thin silk tunics and baggy trousers they were wearing.  They were acquiring quite a wardrobe, trundling around the Realms, but this latest was way down on the list—pale, filmy colors, even, that no self-respecting Imperial man would be caught dead in.
 
                 It was helpful that the Skyprincess looked considerably better in her version.  The shiny, dewy grey gown puddled around her feet standing and clung fascinatingly when she walked, which was a head-turning thing anyway.  None of that business-like marching of the North, here, just a slow, indolent, languid sway that sent a distracted Loren promptly into a wall trying to follow her.  Cerise shot him a look of withering scorn.
 
                 They trailed wordlessly after their limp escort through several rooms, until they came to an opening in the cliff face that could hardly be considered a chamber at all.  It was more like a bay, a gaping, enormous cavern with an arched ceiling of mirrors and shifting, glorious light.  At its edge, leading out into nothing but the sheen of waterfall mist, arched a bridge, disappearing into the dew-laden air.  It had to be the most enchanting thing Ari had seen yet, leaping weightlessly away from them in white iron and sprinkled like dew on grass with sparkling pastel gems.
 
                 It was surprising that it was so sturdy, and a little intimidating that they couldn’t see more than a few yards ahead of them.  Cerise, as she walked with the air of someone who doesn’t want to think about anything else, began a deeply interested survey of the fanciful fretwork spanning the railing.  It wasn’t that long of a bridge actually, and on the other side was just a plain rock path carved out of the looming cliff face.  You could see the valley bowl of the Heart here, without pockets of mist obscuring everything, and Ari leaned out over the wooden railing to trace their path last night.  From this angle, you could see another couple of falls on the back side of the valley bowl, and maybe a third.  He picked out the trail they’d come in on, winding broadly south along one of the Fall’s rivers, and there was the ingenious lift that had brought them up to the Skypalace…he stopped, sucking in his breath.
 
                 “Loren!”  There were sounds of amazement as the rest of the party turned around and followed his gaze.  Last night hadn’t just been a trick of the eyes, a deception of the waterfall mist in lantern-light.  The entire cliff face was covered in jewel-like bits of light, for hundreds of yards down the bowl, beyond where distance dimmed it into a dull glimmer.  You could see the dark half-circles of chamber openings, and here close to them, the fantastic likenesses of trees and vines and dragons and other creatures carved into solid rock.  The whole side of the mountain was a blazing glory of art.  Surely, though, those were bits of glass that decorated the cliff, not the real-looking gemstones that had sprinkled the fairy-tale bridge they’d just crossed?
 
                 Kindri, realizing she had lost something important, came wandering listlessly back to their staring, gesticulating group.  “It’s to make the gryphons feel at home.”  Her quiet, indifferent voice was more like a disembodied narrator than an interruption; they all continued to gawp, captivated.
 
                 “There’s nothing they love more than sparkle and glitter and shine, so when the original settlers built Lirralhisa, they covered it in jewels to draw the gryphons to it.  ‘Course, it draws dragons, too, but you can’t have everything.”  Four heads swiveled wide-eyed around to look at her.                
 
                 “Shall we?” She turned and led them on without any indication of having said anything disturbing.  It was a short walk along the south-facing cliff to another set of openings, where a young man with a smear of dirt across his forehead and twigs of straw stuck to his leather knees came to meet them. 
 
                 “Lady Kindri,” he greeted her, bending over his arm in the Cyrrhidean courtesy. Cerise’s nostrils flared.  “No ‘Highness?’” she muttered.  “No ‘Skyprincess?’”
 
                 “Who’s on Ring duty today?” the unoffended royal asked blandly.
 
                 “Topaz, Kindri.  Let me get Chief Flyr for you.”  He moved off quickly into the caverns behind him, where they could hear rustlings and strange, gurgly kinds of warblings.  It was so bright out on the cliff edge, flooded with morning sun, that they couldn’t see more than a yard or so into the caverns.  Ari’s palms were sweaty with anticipation.
 
                 “Kindri!” a bold voice cried.  Another young man was striding toward them, rather cleaner than the previous, with an open, ingenuous face and laughing eyes.  He was brown from head to toe, brown curls, golden brown skin, brownish-green eyes, brown leathers—a vision of cheerful brown.  “And our intrepid visitors from the North,” he added, grinning at them all.  After all the unassuming reserve of the Sentinels, this guy was shockingly effervescent.
 
                 “I am Flyrcanet, Flyr.  Welcome to the Eyries.”  He gave a warm, sly smile.  “At least, I assume you have some interest in our little beasties…?”  He winked at Ari and Loren, whose enthusiasm was more readily apparent than Rodge and Cerise’s.  “If I may, Kindri?” he said politely.
 
                 She waved apathetically, eyes focused somewhere in the distance, and he gave them a conspiratorial head jerk, bowing them into the Eyries.
 
                 They all huddled up on him nervously while their eyes got used to the dimness.  He led them through the stirring shadows of the chamber, half-seen presences more sensed than felt, as their feet rustled through straw and their noses were assaulted with the unmistakable stench of concentrated animal life.  Ari would never forget that pungent scent of gryphon, like nothing he’d ever smelled before.
 
                 “You’ve come during muck out time,” Flyr apologized, his strong, confident voice, like Traive’s, a tremendous comfort in the dimness, with mysterious shapes shifting just out of reach of discernment.  A clod of straw loaded with dark manure came hurtling out of the gloom, landing next to Cerise…who had the look of one whose day is getting irredeemably worse.
 
                 Aided by adrenaline, their eyesight was adjusting rapidly, and by the time they’d made it to the back of the chamber, Ari could make out the size of those huge, eerie shadows.  Some were sitting upright, hunched and with an intent, watchful air.  Some lay curled up in enormous horse-sized balls while their handlers cleaned around them.  The sense of awareness, of waiting, came off of them in almost paralyzing waves, worked on by the dry-throating darkness.  Ari realized, just as they passed out of the chamber and into another, that they were hooded.  That’s why there was such a weird blankness to those big heads, where eyes or beaks or feathers should be reflecting a least a little light.
 
   The next cavern was a large, soaring space, but still made cramped by the size of the beasts in it.  These were NOT hooded, most of them sitting in brilliant, bare view at the ledge.  Silhouetted by the sun, feathers in gorgeous, flaming color, they brought the Northerners to a wide-eyed halt.  Ari didn’t think he’d ever seen a creature so beautiful.  Rodge and Cerise were perhaps thinking different thoughts, but Ari was entranced.  He’d walked into a dream.
 
   “Right this way,” Flyr said loudly, laughing, in a voice that suggested he’d had to raise it to get their attention.  In a speechless huddle, they followed him toward the next chamber on this unbelievable tour.  He was walking backward, encouraging them.  “Don’t be afraid—these are parade gryphons.  They’re bigger, but much more mild-mannered.  Just don’t go near their heads…believe me, the only thing they’re interested in right now are those luscious air currents…”
 
   “As long as they’re not interested in lunch,” Rodge murmured nervously, eyeing the next group that was similarly lined up on the ledge.  They were staring pretty intently out at the valley, Ari thought.
 
   “They were just fed yesterday,” Flyr assured him, coming to a stop.  They could see now that his wandering path had been to avoid the thick chains crisscrossing the floor.  Every one of which led to a gryphon leg.
 
   “Yesterday!” Rodge croaked.  “You think it’s a good idea to keep them hungry?”
 
   “They only eat every couple days.  Kind of a gorge-starve routine.  It makes them happy,” he added at Rodge’s appalled face.
 
   “Well, we want them happy…” he conceded.
 
   Looking around, Loren cleared his throat and said quietly, “Are they color-coded?”  Their feathers had seemed to come in every shade of the rainbow, but in this chamber all the gryphons had either brilliant yellow or orange or rich brown plumage.  They were smaller, too, and more lively, shifting restlessly on their ledge and opening those enormous beaks to taste the air.
 
   “The Talons are.  This is Topaz Talon,” he said proudly, wending his way over to a towering golden creature with wings of flaming orange.  He patted it affectionately on the shoulder and, amazingly, it leaned into him, lifting one immense folded wing so he could scratch underneath it.  The Northerners gathered slowly around, awed.  Ari tentatively reached out to stroke the tawny leonine haunch, and Rodge and Cerise looked at him like he was mad.
 
   “Is he yours?” Loren said, probably unnecessarily, but it was hard to get a Northern mind around the thought of…well, bonding with such a creature.  Nevermind riding it.  They had such a lethal, magnificent dignity.
 
   “What’s his name?” Ari asked softly.  The great, fierce head towered almost a yard over his own; he was trying to picture how high the wings would be, unfurled.
 
   “Skippy,” Flyr said easily.
 
   Loren’s face fell.  Rodge guffawed, quietly.  The rest of them just stared at him.  “Skippy,” Loren echoed flatly, as if hoping he’d misheard.  “Not ‘Flaming Comet’ or ‘Firestorm?”     
 
   Flyr reached up to stroke the smaller golden feathers under his gryphon’s chin.  “Nah.  He’s a clown.  Fancy and ferocious just doesn’t fit him.”
 
   As if on cue, Skippy abruptly fell over on his side, startling them all, and rolled over on his back with all four legs in the air.  His head lolled beseechingly towards them.  The Northerners gaped.
 
   “He wants his belly scratched,” Flyr translated fondly, but the clarification didn’t bring a rush of volunteers.  He bent down between those mortally huge talons and lethal paws and scratched away all by his lonesome.
 
   “Flyr,” a straw-bestooned Cyrrhidean hailed from outside, “Kindri sends her apologies to the Northerners, but she’s been called to the Palace.  She requests an escort for their return.”
 
   “Of course,” the Topaz Chief answered, looking up from the gargantuan lion underbelly.  The Eyries wound back to almost face the Palace here, and they could all see the placid Princess gliding slowly back across the bridge.  Flyr’s happy countenance fell several degrees.  
 
   Rodge, sometimes perceptive and hardly ever burdened with discretion, asked, “What’s with her, anyway?”
 
   Absently and unabashed, Flyr said, “Leafed out on dasht.”  
 
   They all shared quick, clueless looks.
 
   “Dashed?” Loren repeated carefully.
 
   “Mm.  They say she’s the biggest user in the Palace.”
 
   A drug? Ari wondered, just as Cerise said acerbically, “She’s the heiress to the Realm.  Surely she wouldn’t purposefully compromise her ability to do her job.”
 
   Flyr shook himself out of his despondency, shooting Cerise his old, sly smile.  “In Cyrrh, women do not inherit.  Or rule.  She doesn’t have a job.”  Cerise, equanimity restored in the face of a nice, normal impropriety, drew herself up, blue eyes blazing.  Before she could begin a discourse, however, he added, “Besides, she’s better on dasht, believe me.  She’s mean as a black, that one.”
 
   This was distracting enough to give her pause and inexplicable enough that Rodge demanded, “A black what?” defiantly shaking his black hair off his forehead.  It was hard to picture the Skyprincess expending enough energy to be a mean anything.
 
   He glanced around at their expressions, his contagious grin warming his brown face.  “I guess you wouldn’t be familiar with that expression.  A black gryphon.  They’re the fastest, smartest, most agile gryphons there are—by far the best fighters.  But almost completely untamable.  You can’t ride them, so they’re only good for breeding stock.  We could really use some black blood now,” he said wryly, looking around the eyrie.  “But we can’t even bejewel gryphonets anymore, let alone a black.”
 
   “Bejewel?” Rodge and Loren both asked.  They were all starting to feel like deaf men at a symphony.
 
   “Mm.  That’s the act of enticing gryphons so they can be snared and domesticated.  It’s usually pretty easy with the young, when their instinct to collect shiny things still overpowers their wariness, but we haven’t even been able to get close to them recently.”
 
   “Perhaps you should leave wild animals wild, instead of imprisoning them for life, chaining them into dark, airless caves, and forcing them to do your bidding for your own pleasure,”  Cerise, original commentary repressed, said frostily. 
 
   He may have been unusually extroverted, but Flyr had his Realm’s mild-mannered temperament.  They seemed to like their women snippy, for all the admiration Cerise’s barbed comments appeared to arouse.  “Indeed.  There are few things more moving than to see a gryphon in the wild.”  He sighed heavily.  “But, we need them to fight the dragons…it is our only defense against those monsters.  And if the Sheel rises…”  The mood darkened like a rain cloud passing in front of the sun, Flyr’s artless face flashing an uneasy warning. He looked around ruefully.  “Skippy’s almost seventy—getting to be an old man.  They can live longer, of course, but not as effective fighters.  Now, when we may need him most, it’s time for him to retire.”
 
   It seemed incongruous.  This breathtaking, beautiful world of art and air and light and magic, to be affected by the same dark, grim foreboding they’d seen in the other, normal world.  It was like tears in fine silk.
 
   “Perhaps your system might work better if people were in a little better control of themselves,” Cerise observed.  The boys threw her aggravated looks.  It was beginning to dawn on them that amongst all the peoples they had met in their travels…only Northerners were deliberately rude.
 
   “The Forces are forbidden to use dasht,” Flyr said tolerantly, immediately catching her implication.  “In fact, the Forces that we do have are in excellent form.  The current Lord Regent is probably the finest in Cyrrhidean history—he was the first person in generations to bring in a black, though it couldn’t be kept.  To make Taloner, you’ve got to bejewel two gryphons or five gryphonets, and the Lord Regent, as head of all the Forces, has to fulfill the requirements for each branch.  The Silk Circle voted unanimously to grant Traive his Taloner status with just that single black.”  Flyr chuckled, obviously proud.  “It was quite a catch.”
 
   The Northerners looked at each other.  Even Cerise had forgotten her ire.  
 
   “Traive?” Loren said uncertainly.  “The same one that came in with us?”
 
   “The very one,” Flyr said, standing and brushing his knees off.  Something that sounded very much like a magnified purr came from the limp leviathan at his feet.  “Youngest Lord Regent in history…” 
 
   Cerise’s face slowly suffused with anger.  In the political web of the world of the North, identities were kept secret only to manipulate others, for leverage, for power, for making others look like fools.
 
   “I thought you couldn’t get close to blacks anymore,” she snapped, voice more scathing than the boys had heard in weeks.
 
   Flyr shrugged.  “Like I said, he couldn’t be kept, even for breeding.  Gryphons aren’t any use if they can’t be gentled, trained, or at least jessed.  This black Traive brought in was vicious; killed a Taloner, mauled two others, and chewed through two sets of chains.”  He was already turning away, so he missed a suddenly nervous Rodge wiping sweat off his brow.  They followed him with a new-found respect, and one of them quite hostile, through the rest of the tour.  It was much harder to picture these creatures as friendly, faintly loony, oversized pets than it was to keep in mind the thought of being rent by those steel-tipped talons, torn to bits by the sharp, hooked beaks, bludgeoned to death by wings the size of a warsloop…
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   It was with both relief and regret that they were escorted finally back to the breakfast room, where a lunch of tiny sandwiches and absolutely perfect pickles waited.  Loren was stuffing several of these into his mouth when the Skyprincess drifted vaguely in.  He paused, cheeks bulging, so rapt he forgot to be embarrassed.
 
   As profoundly uninterested in Northern gluttons as she was everything else, Kindri said with no particular regret, “Forgive my departure earlier.  I was called away to greet some of the Circle members.  We shall begin shortly.”
 
   “I demand to attend,” Cerise said severely.  “I am the official representative of her   Imperial Majesty, Queen Sable, and I am here both to verbalize her wishes and to gather information of importance to our Realm.”
 
   In perfect mimicry, Rodge said, “I also demand to attend.  I represent nobody and nothing and am outranked by everybody.”
 
   Cerise shot him a venomous look and Ari wouldn’t have been surprised to see Rodge go suddenly flying over the railing into Cyrrhidean airspace.  He shared an appalled look with Loren—how had they gotten hooked up with these people?
 
   “All right,” Kindri said listlessly.  “You can all come.”  Everyone turned to look at her, the flash of triumph on Cerise’s face fading beneath a film of disgust.  This was no way to run a Realm, and even the boys knew it…though they weren’t exactly sure what a Circle of Silk was.  Maybe it was just bolts of cloth and a little light entertainment.
 
   “We’ll have to go now,” she added, without a trace of urgency.  They rose uncertainly to their feet, Loren frantically trying to get control of his oral protrusion of pickles, and followed the slim, swaying figure out into the passageway.  One brilliant tapestry after another slid by them in the long hallways, gorgeous vases loaded with flowers interspersed here and there, and the endless series of mirrors flashing and glowing with reflected light.  Ari was just beginning to wonder if her Highness was conscious enough to know where she was going, when they turned into a wide hallway that he was pretty sure he recognized from last night.  In a few steps they were at the little antechamber and his suspicions were confirmed at the sight of the guards.  Guards in brilliant, costly silk tended to wedge into a Northern memory.
 
   They walked between them and into the blinding magnificence of the Throne Room of Cyrrh.  Opening directly out onto the valley of the Heart of the Falls and lit by bright afternoon sun, it was by far the most expansive, grandest chamber they’d ever seen.  At the back, an immense throne that looked hewn of solid gold sat on a dais worked whimsically into a gryphon’s nest.  Both were strewn delicately and gorgeously with emeralds, aquamarines, and bright turquoise, the Realm’s colors.  Silk hangings covered in breathtaking airborne gryphons and dragons hung in vibrant swathes of color over every inch of rock wall, and there were more gold candlesticks and beautiful treasures of art and furnishing than Ari had seen in the entire Northern Palace.  Slim, soothing waterfalls fell in twin flows down the high wall to either side of the Throne and bright birds and dragonflies swooped and darted through the chamber like it was just a particularly showy extension of the jungle.  
 
   Kindri took them without pause to the center front of this opulent paradise, where a raised area was covered thickly with silk mats and pillows in deep evergreen and pale blue, gold embroidery blinding when the full light of the sun caught it.  There were already several men seated there, and the Northerners’ desire to look around at the room was replaced by a sudden hesitance to barge into…whatever this was.
 
   Then Ari saw Kai and his face lightened in greeting.  The Dra looked back at him in acknowledgment, taciturn as ever.  He was in new black leathers, but they covered the same lean muscles, the same taut, dangerous man, as ever.  Ari understood him a little better now.  The  ever-present vigilance, the aura of lethal energy, the hunter’s alertness that stood out like a beacon in Archemounte…it all belonged in Cyrrh, like a gemstone come home to rest in its setting.
 
   Ari wished he had the gumption to stand with him instead of sinking so affectedly into the mounds of pillows, silk pajamas billowing effeminately up around him.  But he felt conspicuous enough with all the quiet-faced officials looking at them.
 
   Then Lord Khrieg, Skylord of Cyrrh, walked into the room, and all attention turned to him.  That impression of heaviness that Ari’d noticed at the Kingsmeet was apparently the Skylord at his best.  Here he seemed so bowed down and sorrowful in comparison that it was a surprise to see him make it all the way across that vast floor.  He settled at last into the high pile of ornately embroidered pillows obviously reserved for him, and only then did Ari notice the rest of the men with him.  One of them was Traive, who gave Ari a flicker of a wink as he sank athletically down at his lord’s right.
 
   Master Melkin, in smoky black silk that didn’t look ridiculous at all, had come in behind the royal entourage and sat down with great force nearby.  He shot them one dour, irked look that said plainly their existence was a great trial to him, and proceeded to ignore them for the rest of the meeting.  Dra Kai lowered himself next to him like a crossbow being drawn.
 
   “Let me welcome our dear guests,” Khrieg began lugubriously in that same silvery tenor Ari remembered from the Kingsmeet.  “It has been many generations since this city has seen Imperial visitors, and we extend you a heartfelt welcome.  If there is any way we might make you more comfortable, you must let us know.”
 
   The Northerners were saved from having to reply by Melkin, who said with his typical social dexterity, “We don’t have time for this, Lord Khrieg.  The world’s changing, and if we don’t figure out how and why, we’re going to be left off the last cart to the fair.”  His sole concession to the formality of the royal presence seemed to be his tone of voice, which was incongruously neutral as it blasted out this observation.
 
   His sparking energy set off the room exactly as it had a somnolent classroom of natural sciences students.  No one EVER dozed in Master Melkin’s class.  Around the circle, men looked up, fixing on Melkin’s face—all except the Skylord, inured by several thicknesses of profound despondency.  “I know your urgency, Wolfmaster,” he said sadly, “but be aware your quest may well be in vain.  Were we to know exactly what was occurring in the minds and hands of the Enemy, we still could not stop it.  Our forces are depleted, our bodies few and our minds unknowing of the paths of the past…”
 
   Melkin’s eyes snapped in annoyance.  While he was trying to chew some words into coherency, Kai said smoothly, “I have news from the Kingsmeet.”
 
   Khrieg lifted his head with a weary sort of interest.  “Yes, by all means, let us hear what our Brothers have been doing.  For this you have come many leagues without rest, risking your life, in fair loyalty to your companions and duty to your quest.”  The other Cyrrhideans nodded their heads gravely.  Rodge slid Ari a ‘you’ve gotta be kidding me’ look.
 
   In sharp contrast to the flowery pronouncements worthy of Chronicles and scribes, the Dra now proceeded to put out information with refreshing brevity.
 
   “Queen Sable is traveling to the Ramparts, a guest of the Rach, in order to strengthen interrealm relations and to learn of the Enemy.”  Ari had forgotten the strength in that deep, rich voice.  It had its own kind of revitalizing energy, so different from Melkin’s fiery bombast.  However, was it really wise that everyone knew what the Northern Queen was up to?  It somehow didn’t seem very security-conscious.  
 
   He needn’t have worried.  Lord Khrieg nodded comfortably and said, “Yes, the Foxlord had alerted us.”  He indicated a small man sitting nearby with grey in his thin brown hair and the unnoticeable air of a commoner.  Ari looked him over doubtfully, until he saw the two short-tailed honors of shimmery dove grey above each elbow, so thick with embroidery they stuck almost straight out.
 
   “As agreed, Kane and Kyr are both readying their forces.  Jarl Banion, by his King’s request, is staying to order his Chevrons.  He hoped to be at Jagstag within a few weeks,” Kai continued, and Melkin frowned mightily.  Whether this was because he wanted Banion sooner or because he still felt this counted as a poor use of time, it was hard to tell.
 
   “Lastly…” Kai paused infinitesimally, “Perraneus disappeared from Crossing shortly after his presentation.  What was left of him at the end of his trail was no more than a spray of blood.”
 
   The room went as silent as a yawning chamber full of swooping bird and animal life and running water could.  Everyone stared at Kai, the Cyrrhideans in their oddly undemonstrative way, the Northerners with a bit more expression.  Even Melkin’s ferocity gave way a little with surprise.
 
   Lord Khrieg shrugged.  “Anyone who knows Kane knew Perraneus signed his death warrant the moment he mentioned the death of the gods.  It is foolish to take such a stance, as I told my Brother, but Merranics have a different relationship with Vangoth than we do with Laschald.”  He didn’t seem too disturbed.  One had the impression that this fit in rather nicely with his opinion that the world was all screaming downhill toward unavoidable chaos anyway.
 
   “Kane?” Melkin asked Kai, terse and troubled.
 
   “Denies any knowledge of it.”  Their eyes locked.  “He had no comments on Vangoth,” Kai added when Melkin narrowed his eyes like he wanted to laser through that expressionless Dra façade.  Khrieg snorted as if it was all beside the point, and the unremarkable person that ran the entire Cyrrhidean intelligence network said quietly, “There would be no reason to disclaim responsibility—such things are well within Merranic Law and Kane is not above making bold and violent decisions about his subjects.”
 
   “It’s such a shame,” Khrieg said dolorously, shaking his silvery head and seeming oblivious to the finer mysteries being laid out in front of him here.  “He had a fine mind; what a waste to have it destroyed…and after he risked so much to tell us what he knew.”
 
   What he knew?  The way Ari remembered it, the Mage’s contribution to the proceedings had involved a few scant geophysical facts and a whole lot of unsupported and over-dramatic predictions of the end of the world.  How exactly had that changed anything?  But then, maybe it was simply the deep pessimism that was so pleasing to his Skylordship.  Ari looked at the sorrowing face in amazement.  It was hard to see how he summoned the strength to keep up breathing.  Between him and his daughter, Ari wondered if Cyrrh could even muster if there was a war.
 
   “We must be ready for the power he predicted Raemon would return with,” Kai said, eyeing the Cyrrhidean ruler sternly.
 
   Lord Khrieg gave a weak, humorless laugh.  “Ready?  My dear Kai, you have been a friend to this Throne for many years, but even you cannot create defense when we have so little.  We seem unable to acquire any more gryphons, and with barely four full Talons, we will be at the mercy of any dragons that rise with Raemon.  Our Sentinel forces, at maximum recruitment, are still many thousands short of the force fielded in the Days of Old—there is no more we can do.  Am I right, Traive?”
 
   He turned to whom was apparently the Lord Regent of all forces of Cyrrh, with that noticeable lack of formality that had Cerise stiffening angrily a couple pillows away.  Before their companion of the past few weeks—whom they thought they had known pretty well—could speak, a tall, lantern-jawed man on the other side of the Skylord said, “We have talked about a draft, discussed extending our patrols, increasing our stagrider numbers…”  He was staring narrowly at Traive, too, not his monarch, and it was the Lord Regent who said in that familiar, understated voice of quelling command:
 
   “Yes.  We have discussed it, Sentinalier.”  It was obvious to everyone that it wasn’t going to happen again now.
 
   Khrieg looked from one to the other.  “You discussed,” he said almost plaintively.  “But it would be to no avail.  Why risk precious Cyrrhidean lives to no purpose?”
 
   “There are men who would gladly die to make Cyrrh safe,” a slender man with a face so fine-boned it was almost feminine, said.  The long, pale blue honors of the Taloners draped over his pillows and knees, a nearby cat batting interestedly at one of the ends.  There were cats everywhere in the Skypalace, though Ari had yet to see a single dog in the entire Realm.  “And right now there is no way to assure ourselves of Cyrrh’s safety without knowing where, how, and when she will be attacked.”
 
   “And Master Melkin now brings us the chance to discover some of this information with the quest he brings to our door,” Traive said smoothly, steering the council nicely back on track and possibly saving Melkin’s sanity.
 
   The Master glowered at the Circle, voice a parody of courtesy, ground out between his teeth like sandpaper over steel.  “I don’t see how our being here has changed anything; we’ve got nothing but more questions with every step on this cold trail we’re following.  Apparently, we have the only known clue as to what lies behind this sudden unrest of the Enemy, which everyone seems to be aware of and no one certain as to its cause.”  He swiveled his head around like he was measuring target distances, glaring.  He didn’t say it out loud, but his eyes were shouting clearly that the majority of the brainless lot of them didn’t care why the Sheel should suddenly be so full of menace.  
 
   “You trail the Statue of the Empress, is that right?” the Foxlord asked quietly.
 
   “Yes,” Melkin bit off, not even marginally appeased by this perfectly intelligent question.  “There is a legend that Five Hundred years after the making of the Statue at Montmorency, which supposedly imprisoned Raemon, the fire-god would return to bring the world back to war.  This time is close—may have already come to pass.”
 
   “The Five Hundred Years of Peace,” the Sentinalier murmured, lips pursing thoughtfully over his long chin.
 
   “It is fated,” Khrieg whispered in tragic overtones, eyes on the golden goblet spinning idly in his fine-boned fingers.
 
   Melkin spared him a rancorous glare.  “There is some fear that if the Statue is found by the Enemy, they may use its destruction as impetus to recommence hostilities, believing Raemon will once again be with them.”
 
   “Why this urgent quest, then, my friends?” Khrieg asked bleakly.  “If they have found the Statue, it has already passed beyond our power to do anything, and if they haven’t, the end of the Five Hundred Years makes war inevitable anyway.”
 
   “If it is not yet found,” Traive mused, strong voice so steady and reassuring after the Skylord’s trembling tenor that it didn’t even sound like a contradiction, “we have a chance to prevent war—perhaps indefinitely, though that may be optimistic.  If we can find it first, perhaps deny them the power to end the Peace…”
 
   “The Sheelmen are deeply superstitious,” the Foxlord said in his unassuming voice, picking up neatly where Traive trailed off.  “Not only that, but they live in mortal fear of Raemon.  Never have they made moves without his direct command, and it is doubtful they would dare to engage us after all these centuries without some very positive indicators—”
 
   “Like Raemon shouting ‘Attack!’” Traive added wryly.
 
   “—that those are his wishes,” the Foxlord finished, nodding in agreement.
 
   Ari looked around the Circle, confused.  Didn’t they already have evidence that the Sheelmen were making moves?  Wasn’t that what the whole Kingsmeet had been about?
 
   “Seems we could learn as much or more from the Sheelmen as we could chasing after the Statue,” the Sky Captain mused.
 
   “YES!” Melkin almost shouted, “and if we could invite the Enemy up for tea, chat him up a bit, and determine what’s on his scorched, devilish little brain, then we wouldn’t have to waste all this time wandering blindly over the face of the Realms and sitting in useless councils!”
 
   The boys exchanged nervous glances, longing for the safe distance of a top-row seat in a big classroom.
 
   The Foxlord cleared his throat in mild objection.  “We think we know where the Sheelshard is now.  It’s a possibility that we may have real-time intelligence on the Sheelmen in the very near future.”
 
   “The Sheelshard,” Melkin almost spat.  “It took us how long to think we may have found the Sheelshard?  Three thousand years?  At that rate, we won’t have to worry about spies discovering the Enemy’s movements—they’ll be in our backyards letting us know exactly what they’re doing before we ever get close to them!”
 
   “How about the Ivory?” the Sentinalier took a turn, jaw bobbing up and down as he talked.  “They have untapped reserves of knowledge concerning the Enemy—the Empress, after all, was their leader…”
 
   “How about the Ivory?!” Melkin threw up his arms.  “Do you know why their knowledge is untapped?  BECAUSE WE CAN’T FIND THE FLAMING GITS!  How long’s it been since you’ve seen one?”
 
   No one answered.  Ari shifted uncomfortably, wondering again why now, just when the Realms really needed them, the Whiteblades would disappear.  As high as the Swords of Light sat in his secret imaginings, it filled him with dread to think of them as unreliable, as foolish young actresses incompetent to truly handle the shiftings of fate, or, worse, playing at some game of their own in this bubbling cauldron of gods and prophecies and Enemy and Ivory.
 
   The cat at the Sky Captain’s feet, its toy having gotten snagged on some out-of-reach embroidery, wandered over to Kindri and jumped up on her lap.  Ari, mind musing unhappily on all this unsettling talk, watched it absently.  The Skyprincess began to stroke its muted seal brown fur without any sign she was aware of it, and if Ari’s eyes hadn’t been on it, watching it knead her priceless gown, he would never have caught the slip.
 
   Kindri’s father muttered, “So true.”  No one else was looking at her, and a lightening change swept through the Skyprincess and was gone, so fast Ari wasn’t sure he’d really seen it.  It was nothing specific, not really anything she’d done or even a change of expression.  In fact, it was so indefinable a feeling that he blinked, looking at her closely out of the corner of his eyes.  She looked as vapid, as comatose as ever.  And yet…without being able to put a finger on why, he was suddenly sure that she was faking.
 
   Why anyone would try so hard to appear apathetic and incompetent, he had no idea.  It wasn’t really a Northern concept.  But the gap between Cyrrh and the North went a lot deeper than flora and fauna, and he had too much else on his mind to worry about Cyrrhidean social games.
 
   “Let’s focus on what we can do,” Traive said into the Circle, with such dry sarcasm that Ari wouldn’t have caught it if he hadn’t known the Regent so well from their days on the trail.  “While the Fox work on their lead at the ’Shard, how can we help Master Melkin’s hunt for the Statue?”  He looked at his Foxlord.
 
   “We have no records of such a thing,” the man admitted.  “Were it not that common folklore has it hidden somewhere in Cyrrh’s jungles—”
 
   “And that Adama told Melkin his answers were here,” Traive interjected, shocking Ari with the sound of her name.  All the bright, shallow glitter around him seemed to fade at the thought of her.  He’d give it all for another glance from those laughing eyes, for a chance that she might be part of a memory of a life now forever beyond his reach.
 
   “—I would say the hunt for the Statue has little hope of bearing fruit in Cyrrh,” the Foxlord finished.  “Nor, as you say, are there Ivory around to question.”
 
   Traive, looking faintly satisfied, startled them all then.  “I suggest we use the only source left to us, then.”  He looked around a Circle gone quiet.  The only sound was the tinkle of water and the purr of Kindri’s cat.  Everyone looked at him expectantly.
 
   “The Centaurs.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   “Why are we surprised?” Rodge asked later as they trudged across the valley of the Falls, the three of them released to spend the evening as they wished.  “I mean, after the Cyrrhidean jungle and all its snakes, stags, baboons, beetles, toxic flowers…and the eyries and gryphons and this little cultural fetish of using priceless gems to decorate your external architecture—I mean, what’s so shocking about consulting oracles?  In the form of centaurs?” Rodge shrugged, miming indifference.
 
   “Why not?” Loren laughed expansively.  He was in high spirits.  He’d managed to sit next to Kindri for the entire meeting.
 
   The Circle hadn’t lasted long after Traive’s suggestion.  No one had been surprised when the Skylord had protested it, citing the improbability of finding such creatures, but they were all a little taken back when the Regent informed them he’d set Fox on the trail of the Centaurs and had their location pinned down.  Which would imply that they actually existed.  While the Northerners were struggling with this revelation and Khrieg’s resistance was sputtering down, Kai mentioned that a long, dangerous trip through northern Cyrrh was hardly timely right now (to Melkin’s barely restrained approval) and the Circle had dispersed with the intent to work something out.
 
   Personally, Ari had trouble believing anything could be more life-threatening than a long, dangerous trip through southern Cyrrh, but he was all for experiencing everything he could in this Realm…and centaurs?!?!
 
   Right now, it was a beautiful Realm.  The fast-falling dusk of autumn settled about them like a cool cloak as they walked under aisles of dark, thick-boled tree trunks and their canopies of glowing leaves.  The air was crisp as you sucked it into your lungs, the dead leaves crunching under foot or floating with timeless grace in a dance of oak and ash and maple and sycamore.  The Falls played a symphony in the background and the light became a shivery, silver-salmon gleam.  Ari paused, caught up in the play of color and shadow and the memories of all the autumns he’d had—the smell of apple cider, the rainy days pattering against the gathered, golden sheaves of wheat, the archery competition he’d won that last Harvest Fair…
 
   “Ari,” Rodge called peevishly.  “Stop dawdling.”  They were waiting for him a short bit ahead and he picked up his pace, catching up with them at an intersection overshadowed by the great trees, some with bare branches already starting to show black against the darkening sky.
 
   But no one was looking at trees.  Coming down the road towards them…were a group of girls.
 
   “I love it when they come in threes,” Loren whispered.  The boys stared at them avidly, unable to believe their luck.  They were single (meaning currently unaccompanied), young, and gorgeous.
 
   They walked up, and each party started smiling at the other at such fortuitous and portentous a meeting.  “Hello,” one of them said, in that musical accent of her Realm that made a man’s hair curl around his ears.  The other two giggled, huddling close to each other and staring wide-eyed at Rodge’s pale skin.  “You must be the Northern visitors.”
 
   “How d’ja know?” Loren said, throwing his arms wide and showing a lot of his perfect teeth.  All three of them giggled at that, their slim shoulders lifting and their layered silk gowns gliding marvelously over their slender forms.  Ari watched them, fascinated.  Why did they always giggle?  
 
   “We’re headed to the Dens.  If you’d like us to show you around, you’re welcome to come with us,” the first one said.  She had an exotic, wide, flat face with a charmingly pointed chin and huge green eyes, possibly the prettiest girl Ari had ever seen.  “It’d be a shame for you to spend your time in Lirralhisa…alone,” she dared, and Rodge and Loren, affecting over-acted ‘why-not?’ faces to each other, readily agreed.
 
   Ari fell in with them, suddenly reluctant.  Entrancing as they were, what company was he for girls?  He had nothing to offer them, didn’t even know who he was.  There was only one girl out there for him…and he’d probably never see her again.  Ears inundated with chatter and surrounded with companionship, he felt aloneness sweep over him.  Where was his Selah now?  There wasn’t even any comfort in the thought of her following them—that’d mean she was currently engulfed in the dangers and discomfort of the jungle while he was cavorting around unfaithfully with a bevy of pretty foreign females.
 
   They made their way through one of the picturesque little hamlets, Ari not paying much attention to the conversation and comforted by the fact that no one was paying any attention to him.  He wasn’t sure he could have stood for stares and whispers behind those slender fingers.   Under a big gaslight in the central square that turned the silvery evening goldish, they met up with a group of men, brown-skinned and about the same age as the girls.  There was more talking, laughing, the sound of nearby music, then they all turned and trooped down the street, stopping and stooping to enter a shadowy building with a low doorway.
 
   Almost immediately, Ari’s nose started to tickle.  It was a long, low room, full of people and talk and the stirring music of Cyrrh, which seemed either to have a toe-tapping beat or was slow and haunting and lyrically nostalgic.  He’d never heard Northern music half so moving.
 
   But the room was thick with irritating, odd-smelling smoke and already his eyes were starting to feel dry.  A light-headedness was seeping into him, making him a little disoriented so that it took conscious effort to control his movement across the room.  The girls led them over to a low, well-cushioned bench, over and around all kinds of bodies.  Some were sleeping, some were in animated conversation and oblivious to others trying to pass, and some were just staring smilingly into space.  It was really crowded, but the worst was the funny disassociated feeling in his mind.  Loren, as athletic as they come, stumbled, laughing, over nothing.
 
   Once they were settled, cut-glass tumblers full of cool water were passed around, and someone offered them pipes.  Rodge laughed outright at this.  “We don’t smoke,” he said drolly, the unquestionable center of attention and enjoying it immensely.  In the North, it was usually only old men that smoked pipes.  It was funny to see boys their own age, and especially girls, with pipes in their teeth.
 
   
  
 


“Oh,” the kitten-faced beauty said huskily, “You’ll want to smoke this…”
 
   The boys looked at each other.  “Why?”
 
    “It’s dasht,” she explained, then laughed at the look on their faces.  “Don’t worry.  It won’t hurt you.  You just use a little and it takes that anxious edge off.  You can relax, be more…you.”
 
   Ari’s eyes watered as one of the boys they’d met blew an encouraging cloud of smoke into his face.  His head felt thick and muddled, like he was trying to think underwater.  
 
   “I don’t want to end up like the Skyprincess,” Rodge remarked, diplomatic and discreet as ever; fortunately, everyone thought this was hilarious and in the resulting wave of goodwill he accepted a pipe and sucked in a mouthful of smoke.
 
   Ari looked around, peering through the thick air.  Everyone seemed happy enough, but well over half of the people he saw had that vacant, vacuous look that was so familiar from Kindri’s face.  Why did they do this?  The stress of living in Cyrrh?  What was that compared to what he had to live with inside himself?  Is this what his mother had meant in the dream—hiding behind insensible stupor until he was a useless, lifeless lump?  Worse…what if he lost control of the madness he was still half-convinced was lurking somewhere inside his genes?  What if he turned into—
 
   Suddenly, and probably irrationally, he was panicked, as if he was slipping right then and there into murderous insanity.  He stood abruptly, heart pounding, feeling trapped and frantically claustrophobic.  Unsteadily, he wove his way across the room, ignoring the mild protests as he overturned pillows and pipes and people, his head seeming to swell by the second in the thicker haze of smoke collected under the low roof.  The music droned heavily, hypnotically, no longer a thing of tripping beauty but a numbing, dulling aid to the earnest endeavors of a room trying to escape reality.  Plunging rather inhospitably out the door, Ari came to an uncoordinated halt, sucking in great lungfuls of clear air…and wishing desperately to escape reality himself.
 
   Escape, relaxation…he swayed there miserably as the door shut behind him, the music and the light and the laughter ending as abruptly as his life of carefree normalcy had.  For a moment, he just stood quietly, shaking his head (gently, so he didn’t fall over), mind grinding slowly.  Feeling utterly unhappy, he began to walk mindlessly through the cool, misty night.  He wished powerfully that he could be in there laughing with his friends, wished he had no secrets to hide and no dirty past threatening to loom out of its cage in an unguarded moment.  Wished he was anything but what he was.  But wishing wasn’t going to change anything, and neither was losing all sense of himself so that he could pretend for a few short hours that he was just like everybody else.  It felt like someone was squeezing his heart in two.
 
   “Ari?”  He looked up from his ground-locked gazing, recognizing the voice.  In his wandering, he’d come back to the intersection, and now a cloud scuttled away from the misty face of the moon to show a stocky, athletic man standing at its center.  It was Traive, a cloak around his shoulders for the autumn chill, but still dressed in his practical shadowcloth uniform.  He was looking intently at Ari, whose fuzzy mind was having trouble with the transition from drenched self-absorption to normal conversation.
 
   “Where are Rodge and Loren?” He had a steadying voice, unperturbed and practical, as if the world was completely normal and Ari had just lost sight of the fact.  It was so equalizing that Ari managed to stammer lamely, “We met some girls…” before trailing off.  The forces couldn’t use dasht, and the place, the Den, had had such a furtive, shady air about it, that he wasn’t sure how much he should say.
 
   “Ah,” Traive said, with calm and complete understanding.  “I’ll get someone to take them back to the Palace.”  He made a small gesture behind him and the shadowy form of a man—a
 
   Fox, no doubt—materialized from the deeper shadows of the path and headed back the way Ari had come.  Ari slumped dejectedly.  On top of everything, he’d left Rodge and Loren, though arguably they were the ones having fun.  What if something had happened to them?  What if he’d gotten them in trouble?  
 
   “They’re in no danger,” Traive said, softly slapping his gloves against his palm, “but we have a long day tomorrow and they’ll not want to be…er, recovering.”  Ari stared glumly at the ground, wishing it would separate and he could fall into it.  
 
   Traive, staring searchingly at him, said casually, “I’m on my way to my sister’s house for dinner.  She always cooks like she’s feeding a Tor…I don’t suppose you’d come along and help me eat it?”
 
   Ari hesitated, depressed and unsociable and yet very aware of his dream-mother’s warning of slipping into uselessness.  Really, whom did he know more grounded than the Lord Regent of Cyrrh?
 
   “Thanks, I would,” he said, which came out more determined than gracious.  They started off in the direction Traive had been heading, passing through patches of fog and moonlight, walking companionably for several minutes before Traive said, “You didn’t try any.”
 
   “No,” Ari said without thinking, and then immediately wondered how he’d known.
 
   “Your clothes,” the Lord Regent said calmly.  “Dasht has a pretty distinct way of clinging to them.  And there’s a well-known Den in that direction.”
 
   Ari, feeling an awkward silence looming, said, “It made me feel…disconnected.”
 
   “Yes,” Traive said, covering a laugh by saying gravely, “I believe that’s the intent.  It’s rather rare to find that undesirable.”
 
   Well, Ari wasn’t about to explain himself there, but it felt a little dishonest to sense Traive admired him for it.  He certainly wouldn’t if he knew what was behind it.  
 
   Traive’s sister lived in a large, butter-yellow house that wound almost completely around the trunk of a gigantic old oak.  An intricate, twining wooden staircase led to the second floor, where they entered the big main room, plush with soft furniture and pillows in oranges and golds.  Traive’s sister, her hair blonder but with the same mossy green eyes and sardonic eyebrows, came to meet them.  She had a big, ginger-colored apron, a wide smile, and an unself-conscious embrace for the Lord Regent.  Ari looked around, a little embarrassed, while they spoke briefly; the room was both foreign and familiar, rich with Cyrrhidean art but full of the scents and sounds of a home.  It was enough to bring a pang of terrible longing to his overtaxed emotions—the smell of stew, the sound of children playing in the background, the fire on the hearth.  Searingly aware that it was all forever beyond his reach, he had the sudden desire to run, his heart so full of ache that he didn’t think he could stay.
 
   Then his hosts separated and Traive said, “This is Triivinesse, Triivi,” and she came over and took his hands in her little warm ones…and he thought maybe he could stay for a little while.
 
   “Welcome, Ari.” She had the same unaffected warmth and steady eyes as her brother, and she rolled them when he teased, “Triivi misses her menfolk, so you’ll be promptly adopted, believe me.  I’d leave now if you don’t want to be mothered.”
 
   She headed back to the kitchen, saying, “We have two little brothers in the Forces, one a Jageer and the other just completed his Fox run—following in his brother’s footsteps, for some unimaginable reason—and my husband’s a Silver Torlord.”  She’d been pouring a deep amber liquid, and now came towards them with two big glass mugs with frothy heads, saying practically, “You’ll want your beer on the porch.  Dinner’ll be a little bit yet.”
 
   They wandered out onto a railed verandah, the great oak spreading overhead for a roof and the cool night throbbing peacefully around them.
 
   “She’s well-trained,” Traive said in a complacent undertone, and they both grinned when she called from inside, “I heard that.”
 
   They settled into chairs so delicately carved they didn’t look like they’d take their weight, setting their mugs on the table snugged up against the oak and staring out over a grassy sward striped with moonlight.  Contentment snuck up on Ari like the wisps of fog starting to blur the scene in front of them.  How strange…to go from such despair to such homey ease, such longing to such odd peace of mind.  Lulled by the sense of privacy and Traive’s utterly informal tone as he made casual small talk, Ari had to ask.
 
   “Dasht…it’s not illegal, is it?”  
 
   Traive murmured a negative, taking a gulp.  “It’s only forbidden to the Forces because it dulls alertness, slows the reflexes, gives a false sense of well-being.  You’ve seen some of what Cyrrh has to offer in the ways of thrills and chills,” he said with a chuckle.  “You know that’d be a death sentence.”
 
   “No,” he continued in his strong, mellow voice, “it’s not even close to illicit.  Taloners and Sentinels can use it off duty now.”  Ari glanced at him.  His blunt face was dappled by oak leaf shadow and moonlight, but there was nothing mysterious about the sarcastic disapproval in his voice.  He caught Ari’s eyes on him and shrugged, elaborating, “Cyrrhideans have known dasht since Laschald introduced them a couple thousand years ago.  He wanted some leisure for his people, a way to relax in Cyrrh’s endlessly stimulating jungles, so he showed them how to harvest it.  At first, it was just for religious festivals.  Once a year.  In small doses.  This was tradition for centuries—out of necessity, obviously.  A Realm fighting day by day for its very life didn’t have the luxury of extended oblivion. But once the Peace came and attacks started dropping off, whole months, then years, would go by without seeing the Enemy.  A sense of security, which even our elaborate defenses have never been able to ensure, began to steal over the Lirralhisel.”
 
   “And now,” he finished sardonically, “now we’re to this.  An unprecedented number of young men with nothing to do and young women who think bearing children went out with the Days of Old.  There’s no mandatory service in the Forces anymore, so given the choice of a life of hardship and discipline—and purpose—or a sedentary ease sprinkled liberally with dasht…well, the latter’s winning out.”
 
   “It’s not actually harmful, though, right?” Ari said, worried about his friends and trying to come to grips with this whole concept.  A non-functioning, leisure-loving chunk of society was an unimaginable thing to the North.
 
   “No,” Traive conceded slowly, “not to the individual body that uses it.  Its damage is more general…to the society that values its pleasures more than it does its own life.”
 
   Ari shook his head, still bewildered.  “It’d never catch on in the Empire.”
 
   For some reason this made Traive choke on his beer.  After he’d cleaned his face up some and stopped coughing, he managed to say seriously, “No.  No, it probably wouldn’t.  But, then,” he cautioned, face growing still, “I never would have thought to see it eat away so ravenously at Cyrrh, either.  We are like a bright green apple that crumbles into soft, brown rottenness when you get to the core.”  He stared fixedly into the night, into a future that Ari was suddenly edgily aware of.  Below them, the open space was filling with mist, softening the sharpness of the moon-etched shadows,
 
   This was eerily reminiscent of Flyr’s conversation.  Ari began to wonder why this Realm, profoundly more aware of its security and the threat of danger than the North, should be so much more worried about it.  Why did the Empire seem to be the only Realm that felt itself perfectly capable of handling whatever came down the road?  Why were they the only ones that dealt with Raemon and the Sheel and the Empress and Ivory with such intellectual dismissal?  Were they missing something, or was their level of knowledge really that advanced?
 
   He took a big swallow of beer.
 
   A child’s voice suddenly cried out in the room behind him, and turning absently to look, he set down his beer with a thump.
 
   Dra Kai was sitting on the edge of one of the chairs, double-hipped swords hanging like fangs on either side of his muscular legs.  And between the steel vice of his black-clad knees, the color of death in every Realm, stood a small girl.  She was very young, with more yellow-gold ringlets than anything else, and had a little hand imperiously on one of those knees.  Her face was upturned, babbling with clear incoherence and utter trust up into that face.  Kai, looking soberly down at her, was giving her all the respectful attention he’d paid Lord Khrieg a few short hours ago.
 
   Traive’s low chuckle sounded out of the deepening night.  “Relax, Ari.  Drae love children.  There’s nowhere she’d be safer.”  Ari looked uncertainly at the Lord Regent, then to the coiled Dra, then back to Traive.
 
   “He probably stopped by to give Triivi news of Gris—that’s her husband.”
 
   “He’s a…er, friend of the family?” Ari asked, still eyeing Kai warily.  He hadn’t moved, despite the one-sided, animated conversation going on a few inches from his face.
 
   “Dra Kai?  Very much so,” Traive said, waving a hand easily.  “He’s an unusual Dra—very vocal at the Throne of Trees and a good friend to the Realm.  Not only that, but he’s interested in more than just Cyrrh and the immediate needs of the Drae.  They rarely leave Cyrrh, but Kai has travelled the Empire, made friends with her Wolfmaster and her Queen.  He’s nothing short of…visionary.  The Drae are lucky to have him.  Especially at this particular junction of the stars.”
 
   “Is he some sort of official?  Do they even have a government?”  Ari watched Triivi come to get her daughter, the Dra rising and following her out of view.  What did he know about the Drae?  They were nothing but dark, romantic figures in the North, two-dimensional heroes or villains, depending on the Tale being told.
 
   Traive gave him a steady look, confirming his ignorance.  “What do they teach at that University?” Ari half-smiled ruefully.
 
   “The Drae are brothers to the Rach—you notice how closely they resemble each other?  Their ‘government’ works exactly like Aerach government, very tribally oriented, with a huge pool of Royal Line.  The ‘Drachar’ are the kingmakers and advisors and the only tangible institution outside of the ruler himself.  They elected Kai almost thirteen years ago, when his uncle was killed in the Crystal Pass.”
 
   “Kai?” Ari said stupidly.
 
   Traive looked at him with a vast, amused patience.  “Yes, Ari.  Kai is the Dra, like Kyr is the Rach.” 
 
   Ari stared into his beer, scrambling to catch up with life.  Things he had taken for granted for months now were being revealed as quite different with an unsettling regularity here of late—his own bloodlines, mad Master Melkin of the Natural Sciences Department, the presence of a mysterious Dra (the Dra, as it turned out) in their party…
 
   “They split off from the Rach centuries ago—no one remembers why,” Traive was saying.  “Some matter of honor that would only make sense to a Rach.  They wear their black like a badge,” his voice was wry, “determined that everybody remembers their disgrace, though they are about an honorable a people as they come.  You think the Rach are hard to understand…” His voice trailed off, and he lifted one corner of an eyebrow, teasing Ari, “Though, if you’re a typical Northerner, you won’t know anything about the Rach, either.”
 
   Ari felt a dry cold squeeze his throat shut.  The Rach, who more than any other Realmsmen recognized him for what he was, who would sabreslay him on sight and ask questions later.  Did Traive not know?  Did it not make any difference to him?  Emboldened by that thought, he ventured carefully, “I’m not sure that it would be a good idea for me to go strolling around the Ramparts.”
 
   Traive gave an appreciative snort, but was otherwise maddeningly uncommunicative.
 
   Ari screwed his courage up; this, after all, could be his best chance.  Traive was Lord Regent of the most tolerant Realm there was, and in charge of the most extensive intelligence network in the world.  If anyone could shed light on his horrifying genetic predicament, it would be him.
 
   “Do you see a lot of…people like me…in Cyrrh?” he asked, trying manfully for indifference.
 
   Traive looked up, full in his face, studying him like he’d just noticed the fiery red hair and brilliant blue-green eyes.  At least a year passed.
 
   “Occasionally.  We’ve seen a lot more since the Peace.”  His voice was still noncommittal.
 
   “They’re all…that is, their parents…were all..?”  There was no way he was going to be able to say it.  But judging from a good portion of the night’s conversation, Traive’s list of skills included mind-reading.  He answered in a normal voice, “Yes.”  
 
   For a second he looked at Ari’s downcast eyes, the slumped shoulders.  “Melkin told me a little of your story.”
 
   Ari stared fixedly at the shadow-dappled table, wild hope and dread smashing around inside of him like two fighting tomcats.  Unable to stop himself, he asked, “You don’t happen to know anything about...me?”  He felt ridiculous.
 
   “No.  But the stories are usually the same.”  Ari’s eyes snapped up, fixing hungrily on the Regent’s, who said very gently, “They’re not usually very pleasant.”
 
   The agony of ignorance was fast replacing any horror the words could bring.  He was morbidly fascinated by the thought of his own dark origins, staring mutely at this source of even a glimmer of explanation.
 
   Traive reluctantly drained the last of his beer.  “They come from the Swamps, usually,” he said quietly.  “That’s south of Cyrrh, where the jungles get so wet it’s really a whole different Realm.  That’s where the dregs of society have gathered over the centuries, where all the deserters, the oathbreakers, all the criminals of all the Realms have tended to congregate since such people have begun to exist.  It’s also the only place where there is regular, non-violent contact with the Enemy.  Sometimes they’ll sell the Swamp dwellers breeding females—they don’t treat their women very good—in an effort to take over the world simply by populating it with Sheelmen.  And sometimes they’ll sell them children, for the same reason.  You can’t accuse them of intellectualism,” he commented dryly.  “It doesn’t work, of course, as children grow up mostly a product of their environment.”
 
   That was a lance of relief in a swelling boil of horror.  He swallowed noisily.  “But, you can always tell who their parents are,” he said hollowly, thinking of the children.
 
   “Not always.” Traive shook his head, casual as if they were talking about goats or chickens.  “They don’t breed true.  The, er, distinctive coloring never lasts even a generation.  Half-breeds rarely look any different than any dark-skinned Realmsman.”
 
   What a dull, dawning revelation that was, Ari thought, his insides suddenly yawning away into a long, black tunnel.  He was a full-blooded Sheelman.  His sensory input seemed to shut down as he considered it, as if he was wrapped in a dark, silent shroud, a cocoon of numbness.
 
   He didn’t notice when Triivi came out with the stew pot, though a moment ago the smell had had his mouth flowing juicily.  He didn’t see the inquisitive look that passed between her and her brother.  His eyes seemed trapped by the empty clearing their porch fronted, now almost full of grey, dense, obliterating mist.  The sounds of life seemed muted and far away.  The only smells were the sharp, acrid odor of dying leaves and the pervasive dankness of cold fog.
 
   Where the mist was thickest, though, you could still make out the gaslights, a softened golden nimbus.  For some reason, it reminded him of his dream…he didn’t know how or why it was so fortifying, but he found himself resolutely straightening up, squaring his shoulders.  He felt like he’d been dragged behind three or four carts today, but—fire and ash, he swore grimly to himself—he’d keep getting up as long as he could.
 
   With great determination, he turned back to his hosts and picked up his spoon.
 
   “It smells delicious,” he said stolidly.  
 
   Triivi looked relieved.  She and Traive were already well into their bowls and after the first bite, he didn’t have to pretend appreciation.
 
   “It’s rabbit,” she said lightly.  “The wild ones, which are goat-sized, are pretty tough, but I can raise them myself to be tender as veal.”
 
   “They’re not man-eating?” he quipped, and they both grinned at him.
 
   “One of the few creatures in Cyrrh that still runs from you,” Traive agreed.  His mind casting around for suitable distraction, Ari caught onto that, saying quickly, “In the Circle of Silk, they talked about northern Cyrrh like it would be a worse hazard than southern.  How can that be?” he asked it sarcastically, half-joking, but neither of them even smiled.
 
   Triivi looked grave, and when Traive had finished his chunk of hare, he said equally soberly, “Northern Cyrrh is nothing to take lightly.  Fox do their trial runs north of Lirralhisa—with about a quarter of them never returning.  Drae do their manhood rites up there.  Southern Cyrrh may be dangerous, but it’s very survivable, even outside the Torques…but north…there are no settlements north of Lirralhisa, and the Torques in that direction are a mere day’s ride from each other.  Not even Sheelmen go up there.”
 
   “Or if they do, they never survive long enough to attack,” Triivi added, snapping her fingers absently at one of her misbehaving offspring in the doorway.
 
   Ari had stopped eating.  “Why?  What’s up there?”  
 
   “Nobody knows,” Triivi said.  At the same time her more precise brother said grimly, “Wolven, which are bad enough, but some people say there’s even worse—specters, walking dead, strange, unexplained phenomena—and that it’s the refuge of all Laschald’s misbegotten mistakes.  But we actually don’t have much in the way of solid facts.”
 
   “Laschald?” Ari asked.  The god of Cyrrh?
 
   “The creator-god,” Triivi explained complacently. “He tries for the fantastic and beautiful, but sometimes things are off a little.”  Ari blinked at her.
 
   “That’s what happened to the Wolven,” Traive said blackly.  “They were meant to be a mix of man and wolf—the best of both, of course—but they turned out to be the worst of each.  Bloodthirsty man-hunters, they kill for pleasure, with no remorse.  Laschald should be whipped for that,” he growled with uncharacteristic savagery.
 
   “Don’t be blasphemous,” Triivi chided.
 
   “You’ve never seen an eighteen-year-old private ravaged by Wolven,” he shot back.  “Less than a minute from the Torgate.  If Laschald’s going to bring that sort of monstrosity into the world, he should at least be willing to take it out.”
 
   “He’s not very devout,” Triivi said apologetically to Ari, who was too amazed to respond.  For lack of anything to say, he went back to his stew.  No Northerner would dream of criticizing Marek…but then he never really did anything except lay down a book full of common-sense, financially astute rules and then back out of the picture.
 
   “Besides,” Traive recovered from his irreverence, “Melkin’s in a hurry.  Like the Border Realms, he understands the importance of instinct.  He’s got nothing but gut feeling to go on, which makes him short-tempered,” Traive allowed with polite understatement, “but, especially in Cyrrh, we understand that sensing something can save your life long before you see it or have time to reason it through.  He spent his life with the Warwolves, did you know?”
 
   Ari nodded.  Yeah, as of a couple weeks ago.  “That isn’t a particular Northern way of thinking,” he warned them.  It sounded plausible, and it sort of explained Melkin’s odd, rabid interest in the whole idea.  Sort of.
 
   Triivi smiled warmly and Traive gave a bark of laughter.  “Which has no doubt only added to his stress.”  He winked at Ari to take the sting out of his next words.  “Northerners tend to think knowledge only comes in the form of facts.  They miss a lot that way.”
 
   The evening sped by, the talk drifting on to lighter topics.  Ari couldn’t remember when he’d last been so relaxed, despite that little glitch in the middle.  In fact, he forgot all about it until Traive had walked him back to the guest chamber in the Skypalace.  Rodge and Loren were already there, sound asleep and reeking of dasht.  He slowly divested himself of the airy folds of silk and slid morosely between the sheets, mind dwelling on that persistent, gnawing canker of his being.  On the outside he was resolute, but on the inside, he felt like a brittle blank.
 
   Three times his dreams woke him that night, the first time in flames, with visions of vicious, red-headed men and a fiery world of blood and steel. Another time it was Selah, laughing, the embodiment of warmth, of beauty and companionship and all the normal things of life he could never have, and he woke to find his lip bleeding from where he’d bit through it in longing.
 
   But the last dream was the most intense of all, the garden of his childhood that had haunted him for months now.  Only now there was no sunshine or laughter or joy.  The searching urgency that had been growing these past few weeks in the dream was now almost a madness—whatever toy he’d once lost in that garden had come to epitomize all that was lost in his life…and the darker and more dubious his life became, the more frantically he seemed to be seeking it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   Whatever he was missing, he groused to himself the next morning, it was irretrievably lost.  He was exhausted and ill-tempered and it didn’t help that Rodge and Loren were offensively well-rested, playful, and acting like boys half their age.
 
   They joked and pranked and toyed with Cerise’s wealth of foibles during breakfast while Ari stared blearily at nothing and worked on his appreciation of rich Cyrrhidean coffee.  When a willowy blonde sauntered past the door of the breakfast room, Loren almost fell out of his chair trying to see if it was the Princess.  His face was so laughably disappointed that it inspired Rodge to say, “You’re pathetic, Lor.  You’ve got to get over her.  She’s a princess, for the love of weights and measures, and let’s face it:  I think you need someone a little more…well, ALIVE.”
 
   “He has a point,” Cerise interjected coolly.  “You are only the heir of a very minor landholding.  Even though, as a foreigner, you might nominally have some intrinsic desirability—”
 
   “Not to mention my stunning good looks,” he said encouragingly, waggling his brows and flashing a plastic smile full of teeth.
 
   “—you are still far enough beneath royalty that your predictive value for acquiring a marriage contract is statistically insignificant.”
 
   Ari lifted his head.  They all stared at her, expressionless, until Rodge said fondly, “You sentimental fool, you.”
 
   Traive appeared in the doorway.  “Good morning, Imperials.  I have some news for you and I had to fight Flyr for the pleasure of telling you.”  His voice was light and teasing, but there were circles under his eyes and a nick on the strong jaw.  After a pause for effect, he announced, “We will ride a-gryphonback to meet the centaurs.”
 
   This was met with a plentitude of silence.
 
   Then Loren let out a whoop and clapped Ari on the back, and Cerise closed her eyes briefly, and Ari felt a very little bit better about the day.
 
   Traive herded them all down the twisting, exotic, colorful passageways of the Skypalace, falling companionably into step with Ari.  “Doesn’t look like you slept much either,” he said out of the corner of his mouth, thankfully not asking why.  “Trinki—that’s my little niece that you saw  with Kai—kept me up all night with her little ‘I need water,’ ‘I need a story.’  He chuckled.  Ari wished that adorable little creature had been crawling through his dreams instead of the tortuous mental anguish he seemed to come up with on his own.  
 
   They crossed the dew-spangled white bridge again, strung like a pearl tiara on the misty brow of Lirralhisa, but this time they entered the solid rock of the opposite cliff instead of going around the face, winding upwards on a wide inner stair chipped elegantly out of the rock but absent of any décor save the lights.  They came to a halt at a platform where a smallish room opened off the stairs.  Traive took them in and Taloners came over to them with piles of suede pants and jackets in their arms.
 
   “We’ll change here,” Traive said.  “We’ll need warmer clothes for flying.”
 
   The boys leapt eagerly forward, a couple of them thrilled at the picture that produced and eager to get out of their filmy tunics and pantaloons, and Traive turned to Cerise.
 
   “You’ll be escorted on up, my Lady, where you may see us off, or back to the Palace, if you prefer.
 
   She looked at him frigidly—he still wasn’t forgiven, though he doubtless wasn’t even aware of his offense.  “See you off?  I have no intention of being left behind.  Where are my flying leathers?”
 
   Traive looked back at her respectfully.  “We have none for you.  I’m sorry.”
 
   A touch of exasperation in her voice, she pressed, “What do Cyrrhidean women usually fly in?”
 
   He rubbed at his jaw, raising his eyebrows.  “They don’t, my Lady.”
 
   “This is ridiculous,” she snapped.  “Get me a pair of men’s leathers and I’ll make do.  You ride around on mythical creatures, talk to Whiteblades on a regular basis, eat snakes the size of a farmhouse for dinner and stumble over the concept of a woman wearing pants?”
 
   Not having acquired his rank and position out of stupidity, Traive gave a little bow and sent her into another room.  A shocked-looking Taloner was sent after her with several fashion choices in flying gear.
 
   The men looked at each other, shrugged, and happily dressed themselves back in man clothes.  Women took funny notions sometimes.  A man had to choose his battles.
 
   They didn’t feel constrained to wait for her, however, charging up the remaining flight of stairs behind Traive with so much enthusiasm they almost ran him over.  Even Rodge was good-naturedly resigned—until they came out onto a wide, bare, windy sweep of rock where their noble mounts waited.
 
   The gryphons were striking enough.  Ari wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to the sight of such magnificence.  But what made the boys come suddenly to a halt was the overwhelming sense of unbounded space around them, and then the realization that they’d soon be out in it, with only those unpredictable, unfamiliar beasts between them and leagues of empty air.
 
   Melkin was already there, radiating impatient energy and perfectly at ease in his fitted leathers.  Kai stood next to him, talking to a young man in the soft, fawn-colored suede the Taloner at the Kingsmeet had worn.  The embroidery flowing from shoulder to ankle on his uniform, though, was a deep, sapphire blue.  He caught sight of Traive and came over, walking with that bold, open confidence so different from the guarded Sentinel glide.
 
   He was dark-haired for a Cyrrhidean, with a face that would make any girl stop in her tracks and that appealing unaffectedness that seemed to be a national trait.  After exchanging bows with Traive, he introduced himself.
 
   “I am Romontier, Rom, Chief of Indigo Talon.  We have the honor of escorting you today—largely because we have the biggest beasts,” he admitted with a grin.  “Two isn’t that heavy a load, but we’ve got a long ride and there’s no need to tire any of the gryphons needlessly.”  He glanced around at them all, ending with Rodge, who gave him a very fake smile.
 
   Cerise came up to them, looking quite fetching even in old, used suede, and there was a pause while she and the Indigo Chief spent a moment in mutual admiration.  Rom finally cleared his throat and turned to Traive.  
 
   “They’re bringing Eneara up now,” he said formally, adding in an undertone, “She was troublesome this morning.  Even the parade gryphons are beginning to get restless.”  He and Traive moved off a little so that the Northerners couldn’t hear any more, but Ari felt like a cloud had moved over the bright promise of the morning.
 
   “I really do NOT approve of the way these people run a Realm,” Cerise muttered testily, as usual in a bad humor when things were out of her control.  There did seem to be a marked air of casual indolence, a sort of sloppy lounging of the riders and handlers that you never saw in the disciplined ranks of the Imperial Army.
 
    “I’m sure they’ll be crushed to know,” Rodge remarked, too distracted by the enormity of the creatures in front of them and all the empty space looming in their future to really pay her much attention.
 
   All along the bare rock, the splendid eagle-lions were sitting alertly or crouched as if anticipating imminent flight, their huge golden eyes fixed on the great valley spreading out below in a pearlescent mist. Unlike their riders, there was an air of intensity about them, an almost tangible fierceness that seemed to clash with their gorgeous, candy-colored plumage.  Darkest among them was Rom’s, its feathers a deep, velvety midnight blue.  The rest mostly had the bright blue feathers more reminiscent of jays or bluebirds.  
 
   The hoods were off, but every right hind leg was shackled securely to the rock with chains that could’ve held a pair of draft horses.  One of the gryphons bent around to mouth its jessing as Ari watched, the enormous beak clacking against solid steel as its huge clawed foot, six-inch talons tipped with razor-sharp steel, clenched at the free air just out of reach.  The rock was scored deeply where centuries of such talons had gripped its surface in take-off or landing.
 
   The boys, staring at the impressive grooves, almost jumped out of their skins when a gigantic, ghostly shape rose swift and silent up over the edge of the rock.  Senses accustomed to Cyrrhidean suddenness or not, nobody expected something so large to just appear out of thin air like that.  It was a gryphon, of course, a beautiful creature the color of the morning mist, lion body almost white, wings the color of a dove, with a shimmering rose-colored breast.  She settled like a queen bee amongst the smaller Indigo Talon gryphons while the Northerners stared in wordless awe.
 
   Eneara, apparently.  Traive crossed to her immediately, stroking her neck while the valet dismounted, and around them the Taloners began to stir into purposeful motion.  Ari felt adrenaline squeeze through him.  Rom came over.  “If you’ll come with me,” he said courteously, “I’ll show you each to your mounts.  My Lady,” he nodded his head admiringly at Cerise, “if you will allow me the pleasure, I shall be your escort.”
 
   Cerise, not one to put pleasure before matters of rank, gave him a diplomatic frown.  “I thought I would be riding with the Lord Regent.”  As if it had all been settled ages ago, in stone.
 
   “He’ll be taking Kai; they’re the heaviest pair.”  Graciously oblivious to the dissatisfaction this engendered, he led them out along the spit of rock, which looked a lot narrower once you could see all its edges.  They split up, each Northerner experiencing various levels of muscle tremors as they were introduced to their gryphon-rider escort.
 
   Ari stopped a little breathlessly next to his assigned beast.  It was the palest and largest of any there except Eneara herself, body fawn-colored, feathers a sky blue lighter even than the honors floating from its rider’s arms.  It never took its eyes off the seductive air currents in front of it, but Ari was sure it was superbly aware of everything going on around it.  He could almost feel its alertness.
 
   Belatedly, Ari realized his Taloner escort was bowing over his arm and introducing himself.  “I’m Piorenen, Pior,” he said cheerfully from a long-nosed, brushy eye-browed face.  He had hair like a bramblevine thicket and an infectious smile that Ari couldn’t help returning.
 
   “This is Zhimesse,” he introduced his gryphon, patting the shimmering soft feathers on its powerful neck.  “He’s been cranky the past few days, so don’t take it personally.”  Ari looked between the two of them and decided he had no comment on that.
 
   “Make sure you never approach them from the front,” Pior continued with almost jocular hospitality.  “An off-hand swipe with those talons will gut you from neck to navel.”
 
   Rodge must have been getting similar tutelage—a glimpse of his face over the immense back of the beast next to Ari’s showed a fixed stare and the unmistakable signs of oncoming panic.  Before Ari could think of anything reassuring to call out to him, Rom’s voice floated out over the windy rock.
 
   “Mount up!”
 
   His guts lurched.
 
   “Ready?” Pior winked at him, then said in stern command to the gryphon, “Mount.”
 
   Zhimesse sank into a powerful crouch that looked like he’d be gone before they could blink, let alone get on his back, but he held it obediently while Pior unfastened the thick metal cuff from around his lion leg.  As soon as it clanked onto the rock, the beast lifted its near wing out away from its body and Pior slipped into the space, throwing himself up on the tall back.  Even lowered it was like jumping onto the back of a pony.  He turned to look down at Ari, grinning, and offered him his arm.
 
   Gulping, feeling like he was jumping off the cliff, Ari took it and swung up behind him.
 
   His heart was pounding like he’d run a marathon.  The lion body was warm between his knees, the throbbing, taut energy leeching through his trousers and making him instinctively grab the confident rider in front of him.
 
   Though Pior was saying something that would forever be lost to time, all Ari heard was, “Prepare to launch!” from Rom and then all the Taloners echoing to their individual gryphons, “Ready—”  
 
   “LAUNCH!”
 
   The body under him exploded into action, the powerful legs thrusting them out into midair, the wings on either side of him flinging out and up and up and up in a great rush of sound and feathers until it seemed everything in sight was pale blue plumage.  Ari’s heart leaped into his throat, his breath completely suspended with the thrill of all that strength and beauty.
 
   Then those enormous wings gave a powerful downstroke, Rodge gave a spineless squall, and Ari’s stomach joined his heart up in his throat as they were suddenly flung upwards.  Almost paralyzed with stunned amazement, Ari watched the wings stroke again, and again, a magnificent sweep of whispering, silken blue.  Abruptly, he realized they weren’t falling.
 
   They were flying!!
 
   Shakily he loosened his stranglehold on Pior, who threw him a good-natured grin over one slight shoulder.  He wasn’t very big, Pior, but he was definitely in control of this situation, sitting easily on the muscled animal and holding on to nothing but a very insignificant silken cord attached to an almost imperceptible bridle.
 
   Ari started breathing again, feeling the thrill of this whole unbelievable episode begin to permeate his terror as he looked around.  The gryphons were headed almost due north, flying steadily, their lion bodies swaying gently in the rhythmic motion of those endless wings.  For a moment, they settled into a glide as they caught an air current and all movement stilled.  Pale blue wings stretched out four yards on either side of Ari.  There was perfect silence and time seemed to stop as they hung suspended innumerable leagues off the ground.  Far below, the valley had disappeared, their flight already having taken them over the cliffs that bordered it, and the high forests of northern Cyrrh stretched out in glorious, rich greens and yellows and oranges, vast tracts of color laid out under a flawless sky.  He hadn’t felt this free, hadn’t seen such soaring perfection, since the High Wilds had captured his senses.  Elation filled him, blossoming inside him until he couldn’t contain it.  When the great wings began another stroke, he let out a whoop of pure joy.
 
   Immediately, Zhimesse’s ribcage swelled underneath him and the gryphon uttered a shrieking bugle that made him grab at Pior, half-appalled, half-exultant.  The sound was so fierce, so wild and free and so much more evocative of what he was feeling that a part of him couldn’t help approving.
 
   “Sorry!” he yelled at Pior over the rushing wind.  “I didn’t upset him, did I?”
 
   The wind tore a laugh out of the rider’s mouth.  “Nah!  We don’t know why they make that sound—it’s only when they’re flying, when nothing’s wrong, so we just assume it’s love of life!”
 
   Love of life.  Ari grinned, the wind drying his teeth.  He was beginning to feel a current of affinity for these awesome creatures.
 
   They flew for hours, the unimaginably vast panoply of the world rolling out beneath them.  The dwarfing enormity of it, the unbounded space, reminded him of that night at the Shepherd’s Hall and the limitless infinity of stars…and the strange sense of Il.  It came again here, the indefinable nearness.  Curiosity couldn’t help but seep through his euphoria.  What was it about Il?  He existed in a totally different way than the other gods, followed different, grander rules.  The Illians were as odd as their religion—and why were they always outcast?  As if their ways were somehow incompatible with the rest of the Realms’.  He could understand why girls would have left hearth and home in the Ages of War.  Girls had a bum deal, for the most part, he’d always thought.  No chance for adventure or way to prove themselves…being a Whiteblade would be fabulous just for that.  And then, life was an uncertain thing anyway, back then.
 
   But why now?  Why would any girl born in the last century give up comfort and ease and predictable peace for a life of scorn, sanctuary in the inhospitable shadows of Cyrrh at best and a price on her head at worst?  Did Il require this of those who followed him?  How about the Addahites?  Maybe they had their own Realm, in a sense, but they were just as outcast as the Ivory, welcomed in neither the North nor Merrani and considered backward savages by everyone.  
 
   The sun climbed in the bright sky, warming the world and bringing it into ever more brilliant focus, but it was still bone-chillingly cold up this high.  He couldn’t believe the temperature difference as they began to drop down in elevation.  He didn’t pay too much attention to their slow angle towards the ground until he realized it was coming up sharply to meet them.  
 
   And it was a little unbelievable when, out of the leagues of identical tree-clad hills and gullies and rolling landscape, he realized they were aiming right at one high meadow at the top of a rocky peak…and a lone human.
 
   It was the Fox.  The one that Traive had dispatched weeks ago, Ari saw as they honed in on him.  He looked pretty rough, hair unkempt, clothes even better camouflaged by the wilderness covering them, but he seemed perfectly composed, as if he was expecting them to drop in out of broad, empty sky right to his little spot.  He and Traive put their heads together as soon as the gryphons landed.
 
   Ari dismounted reluctantly.  Not only did it seem wrong to have those wings furled, their power and promise hidden, but there was a certain denial possible while soaring through clear skies.  He’d left several problems back at Lirralhisa that now seemed to be catching up with him.  Regretfully, he patted the muscled flank as he stepped away.
 
   They were on a flat, open place on the side of an otherwise steep hill, thickly forested and looking out over a vista that fell away in luscious rumples and curves.  Before them, a grassy clearing of Cyrrhidean green was still bright and lush despite the crisp autumn air, smooth boulders of varying sizes scattered here and there.  The surrounding trees were in full, vivid fall color, cascades of bright yellow leaves twinkling like stars on the aspen trees and the maple leaves so red they looked like embers caught on the ends of the branches.
 
   It looked like a painting.  An unreal setting for the unreal being that walked out of the woods.  The Fox had disappeared into the trees while the Northerners were dismounting and learning how to walk again.  Now, before they could even get used to the resplendent surroundings, before Rodge had found his vocal cords again, the Cyrrhidean returned.
 
   And by his side walked a centaur.
 
   The Northerners froze, staring.  His body swayed just like a horse as he sedately and with great dignity entered the meadow, materializing out of legend into light.  Immediately, the little clearing seemed to shrink, and not just out of a sense of awe, overwhelming enough in its own right.
 
   He was a Merranic-sized man, affixed to a horse the size of a Northern draft horse, though considerably more graceful, and made even the gryphons seem regular-sized.  The horse part of him was silvery grey, a snowy white tail flicking elegantly at flies and swishing around the long, feathery white hairs of his fetlocks.  The face that sat on the broad, white-bearded chest gave off an air of deep, almost menacing solemnity, and the eyes…the eyes were old.  Old as the hills, old as the trees or skies.  Old as time, and deeply, humanly intelligent.
 
   He came slowly to a halt, looking at each of them in turn, unhurried, as if seeing past their Northernness, their humanness, into their insides.  His face was so stern it was a shadow short of a scowl and Ari waited with mounting trepidation for the eyes to reach him.  He didn’t feel quite up to a dissecting evaluation just now.  The centaur did look at him long and closely, but with no more change of expression or clue to what he was thinking than with any of the others. 
 
   No one said anything.  The air of intimidating authority was almost palpable.  Birds twittered, the underbrush rustled with small lives, but no human voice upset the silence.  Not even Traive made an effort to speak and Ari figured he was probably the best versed of any of them in centaur social habits.  Who knew what cultural idiosyncrasies centaurs had?  Two-thirds of the party would have denied their existence a few minutes ago.
 
   Tension began to mount, the Northern contingent not used to such long silence in a social situation, until it was a positive relief when the centaur finally spoke.  His long, silky white beard, that joined into a long, silky white strip along his belly until they merged into the shimmery grey horse coat below his navel, moved and flowed with his speech like a rippling brook.
 
   “I am Silverene,” he said, his voice smooth and deep as the bowels of the earth.  “And I am the oldest of my kind.  This is Ebon, my great-great-great-great-grandson.”  They hadn’t even noticed the second centaur, standing quietly at the edge of the trees, so thoroughly did Silverene dominate the whole place.  The other centaur did look younger, and was coal black, even his skin so dark that Ari wouldn’t have thought it possible—much darker than his own.  His human hair was black, too, and tightly curled, and he had to be the most beautiful man any of them had ever seen.  His face was absolutely flawless, and still as stone.
 
   Traive finally said something.
 
   “We are deeply honored, Horselord.  We know it is no wish of thine to be sought out and disturbed, nor do we intrude on thy peace without good reason.  Long has it been since man has sought thy council, but we are sorely in need of it now.  We beg audience.”
 
   Which was apparently still negotiable, despite the fact that he was there and they were there and they were talking to him.  The tense air of anticipation crept back into the clearing as he remained wordless and unmoving.  He seemed to be brooding, weighing Cyrrh’s Lord Regent with those deep eyes.  Finally, he slowly and gracefully folded his four legs underneath him and seemed to settle, soft as a thistle head, to the ground.  
 
   “I will hear thee,” he pronounced, voice rolling out rich and smooth across the meadow.
 
   With no urging, everyone sank into a seat on the carpet of grass.  He just wasn’t the sort of being one felt one should be standing over.  The whole clearing was affected by this aura of awed respect, even the gryphons sitting as if on parade, wings maximally extended straight up, proud heads bent and motionless.
 
   A reverent stillness settled across the clearing.  Even Rodge and Cerise were temporarily tongue-tied.  Into this almost ceremonial atmosphere, Traive began to speak.
 
   “Cyrrh stirs, my lord,” he began in his smooth tenor.  “Enough that even the dull, crude senses of man can detect it.  Our beasts are restless, our dreams tormented.  The Dragons’ Lairs smoke, and the Ivory are vanished.  Long has there been peace in the Realms, but now even the Rach have thirsty blades and the Warwolves breed packs at a time.  The High Wilds tense in alertness and a Shepherd of Il has proclaimed the Peace is ended.  The First Mage foretells the coming of Raemon, with a new power that will destroy even the gods.”
 
   “And the Imperial Wolfmaster,” Traive gracefully indicated Melkin, “remembers an old legend.  The Legend of the Empress, and her sacrifice that entrapped the ruby god, and the origins of the Five Hundred Years of Peace.”
 
   Silence built again as Silverene’s penetrating eyes moved to Melkin’s craggy, watchful face.  Grey eyes met grey.  Ari couldn’t help but wonder if the centaur wasn’t just a little curious about what was happening out there in the rest of the world.  They obviously preferred isolation, but even so…
 
   To everyone’s surprise, Melkin spoke.  “It’s an imperfect memory, Horselord,” he began in his gravelly voice, watching the centaur closely.  “The Shepherd had to remind us of the Empress’s Statue and that the time of its effectiveness has drawn to a close.  But we are hoping there is a way to convince the Sheelmen that Raemon stays imprisoned, to forestall their rise to war.”
 
   Still Silverene considered, looking at Melkin so long that Ari was sure if it had been him he would have fidgeted under that direct gaze.  There was nothing more to say, it seemed.  They all sat waiting under the welcome sun, the breeze a cool, shivery thing this high and this far north.
 
   Finally, after a silence so long that the sound of his voice startled them, Silverene spoke.  Solemnly, deliberate, he said, “Thou speakest many truths, though thou dost not believe all of them.  Many more art left unspoken.  Why dost thou not tell me of the words of the Swords of Light?”
 
   Melkin blinked.  He exchanged a fleeting look with Traive, who looked just as nonplussed and who answered quickly, “We can find no Ivory to ask these things of.  Only one has the Wolfmaster met, who would say merely that the answer to his riddles lie in Cyrrh.”
 
   There was another breathless wait.  “And dost thou not consider she couldst say no more because thou wouldst not believe more?”
 
   They all stared at him, dumbfounded.  No, none of this had considered this.  In fact, it seemed highly irrelevant, all things considered.
 
   “Raemon no longer lies imprisoned; this is truth.”  Ari’s heart began to beat heavily at the centaur’s words.  There was a bliss to ignorance, he realized, dread beginning to weave through him like rising smoke as the words sunk in.  “But neither hast he returned.  He waits.”  He surveyed them with those too-perceptive eyes, though it didn’t take much effort to read the varying shades of despair on every face but Kai’s.  
 
   “Thou must find the Statue.”  His words dropped like stones, each one like an individual omen, full of portent and cold as ice. 
 
   Melkin’s eyes were snapping hungrily.  Hurriedly, as if afraid information was slipping away with every pause, he asked.   “Where is it, Horselord?  What is it about the Statue that holds power over Raemon?  How do we activate—or prevent—it?”
 
   Silverene gave him a look of disturbing astuteness, as if he knew the Master had questions Melkin wasn’t even aware of.  Another pause stretched out interminably.  “I do not know.  Il did not consult with me.  Nor did the Empress.”
 
   By this time, these two statements didn’t even seem remarkable.  What was disturbing was that he seemed to be done.  No more commentary, no more illumination, not even more observations about their skepticism.  They looked at each other furtively as he just sat there calmly, as if waiting for the next topic.  More than just disappointment, it was a faint sense of panic that stole over the little group.
 
   This had been their last chance.  They had no other clues, no other options, short of a trip to the Sheelshard itself.  Ari, especially, felt the twinges of desperation working on him.  They’d come so close.  They’d come so far.  How could it end here?  All they’d been through and it was just going to peter out into an even bigger mystery than when it had started?
 
   Rodge sighed rather explosively, muttering under his breath with his resilient irreverence, “Maybe we should ask the unicorns.”
 
   Silverene gave him an even look.  “This is not the time for the chasing of fairytales.”  Rodge stared, looking like someone had moved the earth out from underneath his feet.  
 
   “No,” he said faintly.  “What was I thinking?”
 
   “There is no other way to avoid this war?” Traive asked quietly.  “We feel time forbids the search for the Statue, that it lies somewhere far beyond our knowledge.”
 
   “War in some form wilt come, regardless.”  A fresh round of dismay circled the group.  Silverene, ignoring the despair he was causing, continued mercilessly, “But if Raemon returns, the Realms as we know them will cease to be.  The First Mage foresaw Truth.”
 
   This wasn’t improving any.  Ari fought the rising tide of defeat.  It couldn’t be over.  They couldn’t give up.  There had to be more, somewhere, somehow…his whole life had become wound up in this journey, the answers to his murky past hand-in-hand with the answers to their quest.  The finding of the Statue had somehow become indistinguishable from the finding of his own life’s history—
 
   Suddenly he stopped.  Stopped breathing, thoughts frozen.  Stopped moving, staring into space with a feeling like ice creeping over him from one end to the other.  His eyes watered with the import of what he’d just discovered, his mouth dry as cotton.
 
   “I know where it is,” he said hoarsely.  Silverene’s eyes, like sunlit mist, turned calmly, expectantly, unsurprised, to look at him.  So did everyone else’s.  It had been more dry garble than words, and Loren patted him bracingly, as if to ward off an awkward comment.  “Not now, Ari,” he whispered.
 
   He sucked in a breath, then two.  “I know where it is,” he managed, louder and more comprehensible.
 
   “Know where what is?” Melkin demanded, keen eyes impatient.
 
   “The Statue.”
 
   No one made a sound.  Most stared at him blankly, like he’d grown an ear out of the middle of his forehead.  
 
   “You couldn’t have mentioned this a few months ago?” Rodge asked in astonishment.  Ari felt the uncomfortable weight of everyone’s eyes boring into him, but before anyone else could speak, Silverene’s deep voice broke the silence.
 
   “Thou hast fireblood,” he said, as if remarking on the weather.  Ari had never heard that term before, but it didn’t take much intuition to figure it out.  He felt his face grow as hot as his tell-tale hair.
 
   “I’m an orphan,” he explained, tongue inexplicably loosened by the last few minutes.  It was as if releasing the memory of the Statue that he’d played around for all those years made it somehow easier to talk about, had brought the insecurity of his past into the sunlight.  He knew those memories were true now, in some sense, not just dreams he’d made up out of longing.
 
   “I was raised by Illian nuns, in a convent in southern Cyrrh.  When I was about four, Loren’s father found me on a trip south and took me in.”  He was rather proud at how steady his voice was, especially with those knowing eyes on him.  He glanced at his best friend, who was staring at him like he’d never seen him before.
 
   “Go on,” Melkin said, not one to be distracted by sentiment. “Where’s the Statue?”
 
   “The convent had a garden, overgrown, and I used to play in there all the time.  That’s where it is.  Buried under a bunch of old rose and bramblevines in this very Realm.”  He dropped his eyes, embarrassed it had taken so long to remember it, but mostly ridiculously warmed by the memory of the place.
 
   Melkin whipped his simmering intensity onto Kai, which would have reduced a lesser man to a gibbering idiot.
 
   “I know where it is,” the Dra assured him calmly.  Melkin, ready to go flying off the cliff right then with or without a gryphon, half rose and shot Traive a let’s-wrap-this-up look.
 
   But Silverene was not done.  His eyes still rested heavily on Ari, unheeding of the machinations of the Wolfmaster and the fate of the world.  He said very quietly, “There art no ‘Illian nuns.’  Nor is there anywhere a convent.  Thou wert raised, for some reason, by the Swords of Light themselves.”
 
   Ari’s jaw dropped.  Again everyone went quiet, eyes flicking uncomprehendingly from Ari to the centaur.  He swallowed, his throat so dry his adam’s apple grated.  A sweet warmth seemed to flow over his sore insides, an unbelievable relief at hearing such confirmation out loud.  He stared hungrily at the centaur with his brilliant eyes, wishing he dared ask how he knew.  What he knew.
 
   “Thou art more fortunate than thou canst know,” Silverene continued thoughtfully, and his deep voice dropped another octave, until it was more vibration than sound.  “The Swords do not raise mortal children.”  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   Sable, washed, dressed and impatient to start her first day at the Ramparts, met a startled Krysta at the door.  The Rach girl looked her over, nonplussed, and lamely offered her the breakfast tray, glancing out the window to see if she’d misgauged the daylight.   
 
   “What is first this morning?” the Queen asked briskly, selecting fruit from the loaded tray and fresh, warm flat bread—none of last night’s leftovers here.
 
   Krysta looked uncertain.  “It was thought you might want to rest this morning.  It is a long trail from Crossing…though Kore said you rode with great endurance for a Northerner.”
 
   “How kind,” Sable murmured sarcastically around a mouthful of apricot.  “I’m not an invalid,” she remonstrated crisply.  
 
   “No, but you’re Northern Royalty,” Krysta said, tone implying it was a marginally worse condition.
 
   “What is the Lord Rach doing?” Sable asked casually.
 
   “There is usually swordplay for several hours in the morning—I expect he is there.”
 
   Sword play.  Not sword practice, not training, but play.
 
   So, Krysta led her down the long, wide flights of the Hilt stairs, accompanied by Evara, then Rorig, then two Hilt warriors—an accumulation of human baggage that reminded her again that her carefree days of comparative freedom were over.
 
   Krysta took them to a ring encircled with waist-high stones that Rach were lying and leaning and lounging on.  The inside of the ring was heaped sand, empty but for two furiously sparring combatants.  None of this surprised Sable, nor did the level of noise or dust or heat this early in the morning.  What made her go still was the action in the ring.
 
   They said that Drae swung the deadliest steel in the Realms.  That they moved like a striking snake and could use both swords simultaneously—and with equal effect.  Back in the days of Heroes, when it was in fashion to admire them, Drae swordwork had been called ‘dancing death’ for its lethal grace.  The furious clash of steel in front of her reminded Sable suddenly and strongly of all those romantic passages she’d found buried under dust in the Old Histories.
 
   She wouldn’t have wanted to pit any of them against a Rach.  Rorig moved up beside her, mesmerized, as well he might be.  This lightning fast spectacle was as different from the skill he’d used to win the Queensknight Challenge as North was from south.  In the North, they fought in pads and chainmail in the practice ring, as in war, but with wooden practice swords or—in the case of the Challenge—dulled steel.  Sable remembered it well (they were held every three years to make sure the freshest, sharpest skill was at the Queen’s elbow).  Remembered it as a long, tedious whacking and scuffling, with points going to first one opponent then the other in some mysterious assessment of skill determined by judges poring over rulebooks.
 
   Here, the Rach were stripped to the waist, torsos bared to the blade and shining with sweat.  Naked, elegantly curved sabres flashed and arced and screeched against each other a hundred times a minute, a ceaseless, tumultuous exchange of rapid-fire blows and parries.  There was none of the great two-handed swings or dramatic footplay seen in Northern rings, and Sable had a feeling that no one was keeping track of points.
 
   The two warriors shifted around in the boggy sand, steelsong never faltering, and the one whose back had been to them—turned out to be Kyr.
 
                 He had to practice, too, didn’t he? Sable asked herself, trying to quell the sharp spasm of    anxiety the sight of him produced.  Fortunately for her nerves, within the minute a bell was rung and the action abruptly ceased.  The two men, chests heaving, grinned and gripped each other’s forearms.  
 
                 “The Northern Queen!” someone bellowed suddenly, and instantly the ring went quiet as everyone fell to a knee.  She felt a flash of irritation, flavored with a tinge of regret; it wasn’t really her intent to disrupt everything in the surrounding area for the next week or so.  If Kyr was at Archemounte, he’d be lucky to get a nod from a serving maid.  He, of course, was the only one currently still on his feet, searching her out from across the ring.  He crossed quickly to her, face transparent with pleasure, still panting from his exertions.
 
                 Her cheeks pinkened against her will, and to forestall any of last night’s idiotic mental vacuum, she said, “A little sweat and steel to start the morning off?”
 
                 He grinned.  His smile could stop the world.  “I wanted to give you time to rest.”
 
                 “I’m rested,” she said briskly.  They treated her like she was made of glass.
 
                 “Good,” he crowed.  “Then let me show you around.”
 
                 “Don’t you want some breakfast first? Maybe…” she trailed off, gesturing vaguely at his slick chest and dripping hair.  A bath.
 
                 But that was not the Rach way, everything at a set time, deliberate and scheduled.  The Rach, it seemed, liked to leave room for impulse and the unexpected, and Kyr was no exception.  He was tireless in his impetuousness, she’d found by the end of that first day, equally focused and flighty, able to be distracted by any toothless old woman or youngster wanting a ride in his strong arms.  And utterly consumed with the thought of the Enemy.  There was hardly any conversation that didn’t include them, somehow, so vital a part of the fabric of life here at the Ramparts of the Rach that they were virtually inseparable from it.
 
                 He showed her his horse—apparently a cultural mandate—who was a big, flaming red chestnut named Inferno that kicked the stable wall with enough force to topple a farm wagon and lunged at them across the stall door, screaming in fury.  
 
   “We haven’t been out in a couple days—he’s a little restless,” Kyr said fondly.  He showed her where Filigree was stabled nearby, shamelessly making eyes at the stallion, and how the great Stables of the Wings stretched the whole length of the Ramparts, separated from the outer wall by a broad causeway.  
 
                 “Sometimes they still breach the wall,” he confided.  “And we don’t want horses hurt…though it’s been a long time since we’ve seen action so close to the Ramparts.  For over a year now, there’ve been nothing but skirmishes far out in the Sheel, always instigated by the Wing patrols.”
 
                 The stalls were cavernous, the size of a small cottage, with arching ceilings far overhead that corresponded to the height of the outer wall.  They had deep water tubs of beaten copper, filled with water piped all the way from the Don Eshaid when it couldn’t be struck nearby.  Which was quite a feat for savages, Sable thought, a little smugly.  She was beginning to look forward to giving a report to her Council on the ‘primitive’ ways of these people.
 
                 Some of the stalls had tack hanging in sight in the soft, dust mote-ridden gloom, and she did a double-take at the first bridle she saw.  Intricately tooled leather, more evocative of Cyrrh than the Sheel, it was decorated in finely fashioned copper threading with unbelievable detail.  Copper was everywhere, but she saw silver and even gold decorating the saddles, bridles, blankets.
 
                 And a few yards away, exposed to the merciless sun in an endless row close alongside the whole length of the Ramparts, spread the beloved tents of the nomad.  It made Sable’s lips twitch.  There didn’t exist the Northern woman who would live in a tent while her husband’s horse wore silver and gold.
 
                 “Do they all live out here?” she asked Kyr, shading her eyes to try and see to the end of the line of gently billowing and highly decorated canvas housing.
 
                 “Aye,” he said in mock martyrdom.  “Only the Rach is bound by four walls, a sacrifice made in dedication to his people.”
 
                 During the early afternoon, when the Sheel lay shimmering like a furnace and the heat waves rose so thickly you could feel them as you walked across exposed ground, Kyr Stood in Judgment.  Most of the Ramparts were unabashedly napping during this time, (she thought she might leave that out of her report; it wasn’t the sort of thing a Northerner would understand), but Sable had to see at least one day of this.
 
                 He truly Stood—it wasn’t just an expression—one leg cocked, arms folded over his bare chest, the liquid pools of his eyes for once unmoving, whole being focused intently as he listened to his people.  She’d attended some of Kane’s vaunted Stone Bench sessions in Merrani, and the concept was roughly similar.  There was, of course, an utter absence of formality or ceremony, but that didn’t surprise her as much as the cases that came before him in that ancient sandstone chamber.
 
     A fifteen year-old Shaidian (all Rach were identified by the Wing they belonged to, and at fifteen this one was considered a man and a warrior) was fined for slighting his horse grain in order to give it to his comrade’s, who was sick.  A Faracen was ruled against for refusing landing to an insulting Merranic trader: contempt for your fellow man and dishonorable conduct.  Sentence: a year off the Ramparts herding cattle.  The warrior had tears in his eyes.
 
                 Two Phantoms, in what at first Sable thought was a standard water rights case, were in conflict because both refused the right from the other.  She listened with an increasing sense of unreality as Kyr carefully determined who had originally tapped the well and the reasons why neither would claim it.  He finally judged the one must take it out of responsibility to his wife, who was lame, and to his mother, who was gravely ill.  The loser left jubilant, arm consolingly around the winner’s shoulders.
 
                 But the last case had to top them all.  Two savage-looking men, bronzed dark by the sun and shaved completely bald, stalked to the center of the room.  One had boots made of some spotted wild cat and the other a belt that looked suspiciously like lion mane.  Their sign of submission and homage to the Rach was a fierce glare—they didn’t even pretend to dip their heads.  The outlandish dress apparently indicated the Sharhi-Tir, one of whom in this case had refused a gift of a horse from a warrior whose life he had saved.
 
                 Kyr’s response was to ask to see the horse.
 
                 This seemed perfectly normal and right-thinking, evidently; they’d even brought the horse with them, all the way from the Tamarisks in the far west.  It was led up the flight of stairs to the Rachar (also the name of the chamber where the Standings were held) and stood calmly with the unbelievable discipline of the Aerach.  Kyr walked measuringly around him, checking mouth and eyes and ears, picking up hooves, running his sure brown hands over the glossy coat.  He was a gorgeous bay with four white stockings, and Sable was quite sure there wasn’t an imperfection anywhere near him.
 
                 Kyr couldn’t find any, either.  He pronounced the gift must be accepted, though it would leave the owner temporarily without a warhorse—in order to honor the debt-burden.  And the two most feral, untamed-looking men Sable had ever seen acquiesced without a word.
 
                 That was the last case, and Sable remarked on the men as she left the chamber with Kyr.  He smiled wryly and said, “We joke that they’re Sheel-bred.” 
 
                 She frowned up at him.  “Aren’t all Rach born on the Sheel?”
 
                 “Yes,” he said patiently.  “That’s what makes it funny—‘Sheel-bred’ is used to distinguish those beasts that have no purpose off the Sheel.”  Which humor escaped the Queen of the North.
 
                 The welcoming celebration started at dusk that night, in the magical peach-hued light of the desert’s setting sun.  The moon was out early, glowing silver in the rosy pink sky, and as they settled into the cushions laid out on brilliant woven mats (still no tables, chairs, or roof) it was easy to imagine she was back in the wilds of the Eshaid.  Sometimes it seemed the rugged traveling atmosphere of the Rach on the trail barely differed from the civilized air of the Rach at home.
 
                 Laughter and good will punctuated the glowing air as huge platters of grilled meat and fish (how had they kept fish cold enough to get it all the way to the Hilt?), desert tortoise soup (served out of an enormous orangey-tan carapace and into smaller ones), such an exotic variety of fruit that she couldn’t even name some of them, fresh coconut, dates and figs, creamy yogurt, and hot stacks of the delicious flat bread were all passed around.
 
                 Clear glass decanters (apparently, the Ishtans were glassmakers in their off-time) full of crystal cold water were kept filled, but there was no alcohol anywhere.  When she leaned over to ask Kyr teasingly if Rach couldn’t hold their liquor, he said drolly, “They’re more worried about missing a swordstroke—or worse, an entire battle—than in downing a glass of fermented fruit juice.”
 
                 Here, at the Ramparts, even festivals were tinged with the thought of the Enemy a wall’s thickness away.  What an odd thought, she considered as she nibbled an almond, to have such unpredictable danger, such insecurity, color your every activity and dictate your life.  Northerners would never stand for it.
 
                 Northerners would never have had such a night, either.  It was like a fusing of all the liveliest parts of what made the Rach, a distillation of their spirit—music wild as the desert, singing like the wind in the palms of the Don Eshaid, dancing like life would end tomorrow.  She laughed out loud at the stories, clapped like a native at the antics and acrobatics of the youngsters, and felt herself drawn more and more irresistibly into the wild, simple, star-studded, sand-strewn life snagging her into its embrace.
 
                 It had been days since she thought of horse prices, cuts of beef, copper, cobalt, coconut or salt.
 
                 Her fiscal drive didn’t improve any over the next few days, despite her well-meaning intentions otherwise.  Kyr just had so many plans, so much insight and vision and energy, that she found herself caught up in the whirl.  They thought the same, understood each other, though his ability to consider so many things at once made him appear erratic sometimes.  By the end of the second day, they were finishing each other’s sentences.  Every conversation seemed to end in laughter—she couldn’t remember when she’d so enjoyed someone’s company.
 
                 She joined him one night in the big, mostly decorative room just down the hall from her own, jumping as a big Sheelhound rose, growling, just inside the door.  Like the bloodhawks, these were not pets, their sole purpose in life being to guard the Ramparts.  They applied themselves admirably and still hadn’t stopped growling at her, no matter how many times Kyr made them sniff her.  She picked her hands up out of snack range and skirted around him.
 
                 They often met here after dinner, she and Kyr, in the huge, empty space that was open for yards to both north and south.  The setting sun and yawning vistas turned it into a strangely private hideaway, despite the fact that anyone could wander through at any time.  The expanse of the deserts on either side made it seem cozy, contained, as if the towering openings between floor and roof were ship’s portholes looking out over a shimmering, lush sea of vermillion and salmon and dusky orange and pinkish gold.
 
                 They could speak more privately here, too, out of earshot of a population very interested in how the monarchs were getting along.
 
                 “I don’t know how we grew so far apart,” Sable mused out loud after standing quietly next to Kyr for a few minutes.  They were watching the brilliant arc of incandescent sun slip breathlessly over the horizon, and she was leaning against one of the sandstone pillars that, along with a knee-high fretwork of the same, was all that kept them from the burnished sand three stories below.
 
                 “You forget, we were busy making war,” he said, a pillar away and teasing her atrociously.  He was a hundred times worse than Kore.
 
                 “But you’re right here—” she muttered.  It was incomprehensible.  Like knowing nothing about Addahites.
 
                 “I am,” he agreed devilishly.
 
                 “It would only take a couple weeks…I can’t believe not a single merchant was willing to brave the Eshaid or the Farae to establish at least a trade connection.  You have priceless copperware, coral, beautiful glasswork, SADDLERY.”
 
                 “You’re speaking Imperialese,” he informed her, finger tracing patterns in the sheeldust on the railing.  That was his way of saying she was wandering off on an uninteresting cultural tangent.
 
                 “My point is,” she persisted patiently, “the North knows absolutely nothing about the Ramparts.  You share a border and we haven’t a clue about your culture.”  For some reason, this was eating at her tonight…that there should be this gulf between their Realms.
 
                 “You’re chipped off a different piece of flint than most of the North, Sable,” he said wryly, watching her eyes flash in the fading light, watching the slenderness of her form sway tensely against the railing, watching the way her whole person seemed to resonate with purpose.  “I’m not sure the rest of your Realm cares about Aerach culture.”
 
                 “Well, that’s senseless,” she retorted smartly.
 
                 “No comment.”
 
                 “It’s the same with the Addahites,” she complained.  Instantly, his relaxed slouch turned into an alert, fixed stance, as if he was ready to set off north right then.  With less international topics, they often did set off right away—to see his new cistern project, or visit the new healing tent, or any of a dozen other energetic sojourns around the Hilt.
 
                 “They’re on our border—right on our border—and it’s such a rarity to see any of the Ranks of the Ram that some of my Council think they’re gone.  Don’t even exist.  It’s just sheep and sheepdogs and shepherds and...Shepherds up there.”  They glanced at each other.  Hid smiles.
 
                 “The Imperial Rulers of old used to fight side by side with the Addahites, live with them on campaign, raise their children shoulder to shoulder.  It’s in the Histories.  What happened?  How could so much change in such an otherwise productive time as these last centuries?” she demanded.
 
                 “The Peace happened,” he said dryly.  “And I think…I think the Empire grew afraid of Il.”
 
                 She stiffened, wishing that name didn’t keep popping up.  “They weren’t too scared of him when his people were keeping the Enemy off their backs,” she said tartly.  But even as the words left her mouth, she was thinking of her High Priest’s paranoia, of Karmine, who had to choose between her throne and her god…and who gave up a Realm for love of Il.
 
                 Kyr said nothing, watching the darkening light play over her beautiful face, watching the eyes snap and soften, frown and ponder, all in the space of seconds.  He could watch her forever.  Already there was a spot by his side that was never full unless she was in it.
 
   “I don’t understand,” she murmured, paying him no attention.  He was always looking at her.  “He’s just another god.  Why all this fuss and dissension over religion?  Who cares which god anybody worships?  I really think we’re BEYOND that by now.”
 
                 This made him grin and she ignored him with a vengeance.  “He does claim to be more than just another god…” he reminded her.
 
                 “But the things he claims,” she said stridently, “are perfectly productive to a well-ordered society.  His ‘laws’ are hardly revolutionary; they’re at the foundation of any regulated civil society—no thieving, no lying, no cheating or stealing, sleep in your own bed, don’t spill blood except to keep order…justice.  Honesty.  Taking care of each other!  How are these things disruptive?!  What offense is there in any of them?”
 
                 He grinned disarmingly, charmed at her fieriness, and she gave him a growly look.  She was well aware he was an Illian—most Rach were, and that was fine for them.  Their culture was simple, its ideology heartfelt and based on intangibles like honor and self-sacrifice.  But, to be fair, it was also rather primitive—superstitious, even.  Illianism just wasn’t going to succeed as the theology for a material-based culture like the Empire’s.
 
                 “I doubt your Marekite Priesthood is concerned about people becoming more honest,” he suggested, eyes bright with suppressed laughter.
 
                 “That’s very astute of you.”  She was still tart.  “Tell me, why is it that religion—a completely personal decision—seems to be of so much concern to those in politics, economics, and government???”
 
                 “Power is a bewitching thing,” he answered, falling into eloquence with that unsettling lack of warning so typical of the Rach.  “It’s like a pet animal that grows despite your intentions otherwise, that can end up numbing you to all things honorable.  Il wishes only to rule in His people’s hearts…but to those who think ruling can happen only in the Realms of this world, He is no doubt a threat.”
 
                 “Hearts are where he belongs,” she said moodily, arms crossed.
 
                 “Yes, they are.” He stared at her pointedly.  She gave him a sharp look and his broad shoulders and black brows rose with matching innocence.
 
                   She chatted idly with Krysta later as she reluctantly prepared for bed.  She was sure she was far too restless to sleep, though the reason for it eluded her.
 
                 “What is that?” Sable asked, after tripping for the third time on a blackened groove in the stone flagging.
 
                 Not even looking up from her duties, Krysta remarked casually, “That was from the firespear that killed Relle and the boys.”
 
                 Sable stared at the slim, busy back in horror, a thousand images crowding through her overactive brain.  “This…these are Kyr’s wife’s rooms?”
 
                 Krysta tossed her a smile.  “Rach men don’t live apart from their women.”
 
                 That wasn’t precisely what she’d meant.  She looked around shrinkingly.  She was staying in the same room Kyr and his wife had lived and slept and fought and made up, where they’d probably broke their fast in the morning and trained their children in table manners at night.  The very scene of his family’s horrendous murder…
 
                 “Though,” Krysta said thoughtfully, “he always was a little different that way.”  She’d finished with the flowers, which like the fish from some far-distant ocean arrived fresh every day from some far-distant garden.
 
                 “How so?” Sable said faintly, not sure she wanted any more information on this particular subject tonight.  She tottered over to her favorite pile of cushions, placed before an arched window that looked out over the changing face of the Sheel, and sank rather bonelessly into them.  They’d been killed, right here.  Maybe the furniture had been moved to cover bloodstains…how was she supposed to sleep in here now?
 
                 “It’s just that most boys his age were busy courting, you know, making up love songs, quoting poetry, crooning at windows.  My eyes have been compared to moonbeams so many times, they’re starting to cross,” she said dryly, rolling them at Sable.  Sable blinked.  She couldn’t picture any Northern boy in her entire range of experience that had done even one of those things.  At any age.                
 
                 “Kyr had to be reminded to choose a mate,” she continued.  “Because he was the Rach and needed sons and had to set an example, you know.”  She shook her head, half affectionately, as if at the antics of a little brother.  “He was just thinking of other things.”
 
                 “How old was he?”  Sable asked.  He had had two sons, she knew.
 
                 “Oh, Kyr was Banded as soon as he turned fourteen and Rode Out—Rach Koorel was killed in that same engagement.”
 
                 ‘Rode Out,’ Sable had already discovered, was the euphemism for risking your life outside the Rampart walls, seeing your friends and horses die, and impaling other humans with your blade.  She thought it was a horribly inadequate way to describe what combat must really be like.
 
                 “Fourteen.  He hadn’t fallen in love and had the girl of his dreams picked out at fourteen?” she asked sarcastically.
 
                 “No,” Krysta said conspiratorially, as if they were in incomplete understanding and weren’t men the oddest things.
 
                 There was a silence as Sable pictured the Rach boy Kyr, probably as full of dreams and plans and ideas as the Rach man.
 
                 “I’m sure he was devastated at her death,” Sable said a little wistfully, holding a cushion to her.  “—their deaths.  His sons, too.  I mean, all of them.”
 
                 Krysta grunted unconvincingly, plumping pillows.
 
                 “He did love her, didn’t he?” Sable pressed.  Rach men were conspicuously and demonstratively enamored with their wives, from what she’d seen.
 
                 But Krysta was still noncommittal.  “No one knows what’s in another’s heart,” she side-stepped neatly, “but their wedding night there was an attack.  He rode out, taking half the Hilt, and didn’t return for three weeks.”
 
                 “He’s the Rach,” Sable spoke up swiftly.  “It’s his duty to lead his people in war, and certainly he’s admirable for pursuing the Enemy.”  She couldn’t believe even one Rach would gainsay that.
 
                 Krysta shot her an even look.  “He forgot her name.”
 
                 Sable stared at her aghast, and winced.
 
                 “No one ever told her—she loved him desperately—but Kore had to remind him who he’d married.”
 
                 “I’m sure things were different by the time this happened,” Sable said weakly, gesturing at the long, scorched gouge in the floor.
 
                 “Doubtless.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   When Sable asked to see the alarm gong the next morning, Kyr concurred so readily that she was left trailing from his hand, panting and laughing as they rushed up the stairs like it was being sounded as they climbed.
 
   It was a big brass disc, complete with mallet, sitting venerably right in the center of the Hilt.  Archemounte had one, too, the only one left of the four that used to sit on each wall.  But even at the Palace, arguably the least militant capital in the Realms, the gong was manned.
 
   “No warrior…?” she looked around it questioningly.
 
   Kyr snorted.  “They moan and cry like babies if they’re forced to tend the gong:  ‘Are we Cyrrhideans to stand Sentinel?’” he mimicked in a querulous voice.  “So we use the widows.”  He gestured to a woman standing several yards away conversing with a warrior.
 
   “Widows?”  She hadn’t heard a whisper of this.  “Is that code for something?  Some sort of women warrior society?”  Outside the Swords of Light, she didn’t think such a thing existed anywhere in the Realms…and after what Taneh had said at the oasis…
 
   Kyr’s animated face split in a rakish grin.  “It’s code for losing your husband.”
 
   She rolled her eyes, wishing him a shade less handsome.  “Are they not allowed to remarry?”
 
   “Oh, for certain.  But Aerach mates tend to be very attached to each other.”
 
   “Really,” she said coolly.  After last night’s enlightening conversation, she wasn’t sure what she thought of Kyr’s attachment ability.  Not that it mattered.
 
   “Consider the widow,” Kyr said, suddenly expansive and oblivious to the drop in temperature.  “Here we have this immense portion of society, overflowing with strong opinions about Tarq, anxious—nay, desperate—to serve, and very often having no other demands on their time.  Some have no children, some have lost their children, and some have naught but grown children.”
 
   “You’re encouraging vengeance!” Sable accused.
 
   “I’m encouraging a healthy release of frustration,” he corrected.  “Well, not healthy for the Tarq.”
 
   “You’re exploiting their passions.”
 
   “Passion should not be wasted.”  He looked at her with velvety eyes.  “It takes their mind off their sorrow.  Gives them purpose and channels their energy.  And is of profound benefit to the general population…of Rach.  Hard on the Tarq,” he temporized.
 
   Cheeks pink with more than the heat, she turned and gazed out at the Sheel.  It was almost midday and the vast orangeish sands spread out below her seemed to seethe with heat waves.  She shook her head slowly, saying as if seeking confirmation, “They come running out of that…oven to throw themselves against these walls.  What madness.”
 
   “Not anymore,” he said softly, sobering to match her mood.  He turned to face the desert beside her, his arm brushing hers.  A dozen people could be jostling around her and she would know if he touched her.
 
   “They used to steal in at night or dusk or dawn, throw their firespears, launch their flaming arrows—they’re not very good archers, but with all those tents it’s pretty hard not to hit something—sometimes try to scale the wall, sometimes try to blow through it.  They can climb like beetles, straight up and silent as sand.”
 
   She shivered in the roasting heat of the sun, awed and chilled.  All those months ago Kane had told her, He’s lost his family to an Enemy you don’t even believe in.  Shame pricked at her conscience.
 
   “Now,” he was continuing, in that same low, distant voice, “we have to flush them, like sandgrouse in the bush.”
 
   “How do they fight?” she almost whispered.
 
   “Like ghosts.  They wear clothes the color of the Sheel, wrap their tell-tale heads so only their eyes can peer through slits in the cloth, and hide under what you’d swear was only a scuff of sand on the rock.  They like to spring ambushes, when suddenly they’re surrounding you.  You’re always, always outnumbered, no matter how many men you have.  Our blades can shear one of theirs almost in half, but if you’re busy with two to your front, three slipping into your ribs from behind will still kill you, Sheelsteel or not.”
 
   He was staring unseeing out into the desert, as if he’d forgotten her.
 
   “They can live for days on a canteen of water and they know every spring there is.  They eat dry rations, but there’s never any tirnal in their purses.  I don’t even know if they have an economy.”  He winked at her, remembering her after all.  “They have to be the toughest, most resourceful, resilient people anywhere.  We’d almost respect them if they weren’t…”
 
   “The Enemy,” Sable finished.  “You’ve caught some?” She was thinking of the purses.
 
   “Mm.  Though none from the Sheel have ever made it back here—every time we’ve snagged one out on patrol, he’s been rescued.  It’s like they crawl out of the air.  Hauling along a captive Tarq is the one way to assure you’re going to see more on the way home.”
 
   “What have you learned from them?”
 
   “Nothing,” he said moodily.  “They can’t be made to talk.  And there’s an…emptiness, almost, to them.  You’ll notice it sometimes even in the midst of battle, a dazed, unfeeling look to them.  I think Raemon plays with their minds, somehow.”
 
   Now Raemon was supposedly imprisoned…but what a thought.  A mindless horde of merciless killers.
 
   “The only information we’ve ever gotten directly from them is from a very few women Rach Kyle captured before he ran the whole race into the Sheel—”
 
   “You remember information from the time of the Four Brothers?” she asked archly, quickly substituting out the word ‘trust’—Rach were touchy about honesty.
 
   “It’s of interest to us.  Even back then, Tarq didn’t treat their women very good—some of them seemed more fugitive from their own people than captives.  They were kept constantly pregnant, and never had less than four children at a time, usually six, seven or even eight, year after year until their bodies were used up.  Kyle found it so unnatural a process that he called it ‘spawning.’
 
   Sable gave him a skeptical frown.  “That’s hard to believe.  I mean, even if they belong to Raemon, they’re still human, and that’s just not something that happens.”  
 
   “It is hard to believe.  Until you mow down uncountable numbers of them only to see them attack again with twice as many an hour later.  It is markedly inhuman, as if they propagate from their dead comrades.  I dread to think,” his voice dropped, “what these last five hundred years, with attacks dwindled down to nothing, have brought about in their numbers.”
 
   In the wilting, breathless heat of the Sheel at noon, Sable again felt goose bumps come up on her arms and a cold chill shudder through her.  “Maybe,” she said quickly, “it was Raemon’s influence that caused such a high childbirth rate…maybe they’ve finally run out of their huge population and that’s why things are quieter.”  Oh, if her Council could hear her now.
 
   “Maybe,” he said, without much conviction.  He was still thinking about combat, she could tell.  “I think Raemon drives this obsession they have with fire, too.  They will start a fire on a man or horse almost before he reaches the ground, and before you can get to him, he’s lost forever.  You can’t go down,” he said seriously, as if she was a young warrior ready to Ride Out for the first time.  “Don’t ever go down.”
 
   He turned towards her, looking gravely down into her face.  “There are men who like to fight and men who like to kill, but the Tarq like the cruelty.  They torture just to cause pain.”  He was the Rach again, and she was the Queen of the North and they could have been back at the Kingsmeet—a professional state of affairs that she should have approved of and instead left her with a hollow ache somewhere deep inside.
 
   “That’s why we must fight.  They will not allow coexistence, and if they overcome us when Raemon breaks free, the world will be overrun with evil.  We must be ready.”
 
   They stood in the midst of rippling heat, exposed to the blistering sun on the top of the Ramparts, and gazed soberly into each other’s eyes.  “I have had my Imperial General ready our Forces.  We will be as ready as I can make us,” she finally told him.
 
   His face lit in a blaze of incredulous joy and he impulsively grabbed her shoulders.  For a moment, she was afraid he was going to do something even more demonstrative, but he released her.  
 
   Feelingly, still staring into her eyes like he was trying to see through her, he said, “And we will ride for the Empire until our horses drop, until our arms fail us and our steel is dulled from bone and blood.”
 
   She smiled despite herself.  Lovely.  “You mean for the Ramparts.”
 
   But he shook his head.  “Of what use are the Ramparts without their Empire?  What sense is their existence without her to protect?”
 
   Sable laughed in protest and embarrassment.  “The North does not need such dedication to its defense.  It can protect itself!  Or,” she teased, wanting for self-preservation to draw that serious look out of his eye, “is it because its ruler is a woman that you feel it needs such help?”
 
   Now he looked genuinely surprised.  “Not at all,” he said emphatically.  “It seems right that you are a woman.  While we are here on this earth, the Empire, like woman, is our providence, our joy; she sustains us and makes life full of meaning and purpose.  Her rich lands bring us endless delight.  The works of her hands captivate us.  And her beauty…her beauty breaks our heart.”
 
   They were all alone, but even if they’d been in a crowd of people, Sable would probably not have noticed.  No one had ever looked at her so deeply in her life, as if trying to determine the very composition of her being.  What hopeless romantics Rach were, she thought to herself.  A little shakily.
 
   It was her last warning.  It was dangerous, this affection that had been growing in her heart these past weeks, affection for the stark purity of this wild, hot country, for the warm and simple people, and for their Rach.  It was dangerous for its depth, because it was unavoidable that she must leave it.  Already Rorig was pleading that it was time to start the return journey.  Taneh had heard it and cried that it was too soon, that they had only been there for a couple weeks and that it had taken them that long to get there.
 
   Which seemed perfectly logical to Sable.
 
   “It seems amazing it can be so still,” she murmured that evening.  They were in the big common room, a breeze riffling through it like it was a causeway, and the Sheel silver and indigo in the bright light of the moon.
 
   Kyr was pacing restlessly—no doubt counting up troops in his head.  They’d been talking war all afternoon, which was slightly out of Sable’s league, but she was giving it a royal try.  She knew she should leave, knew instinctively it wasn’t safe to be alone like this, with either the haunting beauty of the Sheel or the Rach.  Both of them tore at a heart bound by iron to another place, to a place so different it was almost another time.
 
   He came up beside her.  “Oh, it’s not,” he teased.  “Right there on the horizon is where you’ll see the Phoenix.”  He pointed over her shoulder.  The Rach had an underdeveloped sense of personal space at the best of times, and Kyr was no exception.  Except with him, she was acutely aware of every move he made, of the heat from his arm, of his soft breath stirring the fine hairs at the nape of her neck.
 
   A bit unsteadily she asked, “You don’t really see a flaming bird, do you?”
 
   He chuckled, so close she could feel the reverberations through her neck bones.  “Do you believe in nothing that’s not written in your textbooks?”
 
   
  
 


“That’s not fair,” she objected, turning around quickly because she was so on edge…and the riposte died on her lips.
 
   He was so close she was virtually in his arms.  And instead of backing away, like an intelligent and far-seeing monarch, she found herself saying softly, “I believed in you…enough to come down here and see your world…”
 
   Time seemed to hang suspended.  They looked at each other from mere inches away, as if spellbound.  In the warm, close, deep silence, it seemed to Sable they balanced on a knife edge.  A perfect and agonized understanding crept into their eyes simultaneously, as if they were in Crossing again, being kept in time as they mounted the Compass.  If she lived a thousand years, she would never forget the look on his face, those vibrant, liquid, expressive eyes, mute with longing, frozen with sadness.
 
   Don’t say it, she pleaded dully in her mind.  Don’t say it out loud.  We can never go back once you say it…
 
   Numb from head to toe, she very deliberately took a step away from him.  Then another, and in a ghastly mimicry of normalcy, whispered hoarsely, “I think…I’ll turn in.”  He said nothing, just looked at her.  Tearing her eyes from his was like ripping her arm off.  The sense of loss, of yawning emptiness, almost blinded her as she tried to make it down the short passageway to her room.
 
   She’d fallen in love with the Lord Rach.  What an idiotic thing to do, because she must go back and make a marriage and bear children with a man that could only ever be a shadow of this great love, and he would choose another wife and do the same, and the pain and the sorrow were drowning her.
 
   She fumbled her way into her room at last—it was at least a league further down than she remembered—and closed the door and locked it behind her.
 
   “Your Majesty,” Evara said in alarm, rising to her feet.
 
   “I won’t require anything tonight,” she managed out of unfeeling lips.
 
   “Are you all right, Your Maj—”
 
   “You may retire.”
 
   Bewildered and worried, her maid hesitated, wringing her hands and staring at her mistress for what seemed an Age before finally withdrawing.  Then, finally, Sable could move shakily around the chamber, blowing out the lamps until the room was blessedly dark and no one could see her loss of control streaking down her face.  She was a Queen, she told herself, and a grown woman.  I will not cry like an overwrought teenager, she told herself numbly, insensible of the wet tracks racing down her cheeks.
 
   She stumbled over to her favorite cushions, thrusting her head out the window as if at least that part of her might escape this crushing, hopeless ache threatening to smother her.  A cool wind feathered her face with the fine grains of sand they called sheeldust, like an invisible mist.  She didn’t care.  Didn’t care that her face would be a muddy, tear-tracked mess.  There was a cavernous hole in her heart that could never, ever be filled.
 
   To have looked all these years for this, without even knowing she was searching…then to have found and lost it within the space of a moment.  What a funny, cruel world it was.  She wept without knowing it for a long time, dwelling on the richness of the man she loved, the surge of feeling sweeping through her, the utter void at the knowledge that she had to leave him.
 
   It was very late and her mind was dulled and spent from the onslaught of emotion when a thought came drifting to her, like a puff of breeze off the Sheel.  It was the memory of her conversation with the Aerach women over a dead crocodile.  They will speak of Il as men do, Taneh had said, with the eyes of a woman twice her age.  Of His might and will and honor and strength.  But we know the truth.  That He is the God of endless comfort, the God of more-than-death, the God of life-goes-on.
 
   The God of life-goes-on.  The Shepherd had made alive that vision of a God of great love and it had struck her forcibly, beguiled her with the thought that there was more to life than duty.  And now, now she understood.  The thought of that love that had upended her nice, ordered little royal life sent a fresh lance of pain through her tattered heart.  Through it, a dull rebellion seeped.  If He was a god of love, in charge of all things that had been and were and were yet to come, why would He let this happen?  This crippling sorrow that drained her like an upended bucket?  Wearily the question ricocheted around the emptiness inside of her.  
 
   It shouldn’t have surprised her that Karmine came to mind—sometimes she felt like she never left it—and suddenly another thought sifted through the gloom of her despair.  Karmine had perhaps been asked to give up her throne for her all-seeing God…maybe Sable was now being asked to take hers up.
 
   But, she owed no allegiance to Il.  Her brow furrowed, eyelids feeling puffy after all the weeping.  Wide-eyed, she stared out at the huge, silent, moon-silvered world.  A whisper stirred her mind, like a breeze that couldn’t be felt, and gradually a great Presence moved through her, around her.  She couldn’t breathe at the immensity of it…He was there.  All around her.  She was enveloped by a sense of vast support, of timeless love, of a Presence so enormous that it surpassed everything that was.   This was not the dry collection of ideologies she’d always pictured Him as, but a rich, pervasive, living…BEING.
 
   And her tears changed from the hot, stinging acid of self-pity to a warm, gentle, healing flow of wonder, of comfort, of gratefulness.  It was going to be all right.  She would be able to live a semblance of a normal life, perform her duties—not because she had no choice, but because He had given her the strength to make the choice.  Indescribable peace washed over the rough, raw wound of her sorrow.  In the sudden certainty of His existence, where there had once been only dry, shriveled skepticism, she knew, with a sense of profound wonder, that she would be able to handle anything—war, Kyr falling, the loss of her Empire.  Unthinkable things—it was as if nothing could shake that inner surety, that calm power that seemed to buoy her up.
 
   No wonder all the words to describe Il had always seemed so sentimental, so incredible; they were so inadequate.  For all the superlatives offered by the power of speech, they were just shadows, like seeing Il through a mist.  He was so big. So beyond any human experience.
 
   When the Sheel began to lighten under her unseeing gaze, she came back to herself and rose stiffly from her cushions.  She wanted to be out there, out in that huge land of no boundaries where Il could flow around her in His own immensity.  The room suddenly seemed a prison, a reminder of a life of sadness and useless toil that she was now free of.
 
   She cleaned her face and changed, heart beating quiet and steady despite the dull ache of the thorn of her love for Kyr.  She must leave, of course.  It would be unbearable to stay.  But first she needed this morning.  One last, brilliant morning in a land she loved, with the power of Il a bright sunrise around her.
 
   Far before sunrise, the Hilt was up and active, though she passed down the stairs without acquiring Rorig.  Outside, Kore had just come out of his tent, and he stopped mid-stretch when he saw her.  He came over, transfixed by the look on her face.
 
   “My Lady Queen?” he asked softly, touching her arm.  She understood now, all the touching the Rach did.  Why would you not, when people were so precious?  She felt like her heart would burst from the love she’d been shown.
 
   “Kore,” she said warmly, “I would like to ride in the Sheel this morning.  Can you arrange it?”
 
   The slightly puzzled smile disappeared right off his handsome face.  “My Lady Queen,” his voice was stilted and serious, “the Sheel is danger itself—it is no place for a casual ride.”
 
   She gazed up at him peacefully, teasing gently.  “It has been many months since any Enemy has been seen around the Ramparts, despite your ardent hopes to the contrary.  I haven’t the faintest doubt that it is safe.”
 
   He was shaking his head.  “It is impossible to predict the Sheel.  I would not endanger you out of a false sense of security—”
 
   “I am choosing it.”  She was tranquil, sure, and unswayable.  
 
   He began to look concerned as he realized she was determined to go through with it.  “You do not understand,” he tried urgently.
 
   “I wish it, Kore.”
 
   For a moment, he just stood and stared in disbelief, half-hovering over her as if already protecting her.  Torn between obedience, duty and honor, conflicting emotions raged across his open face.  What a friend he was!  
 
   “Now, Kore,” she said, very gently.  To see the sun rise on the Sheel…
 
   Looking like someone who was ripping his own guts out, he spun sharply away from her and called to his rillian, “Tarran!  Get a cyclone spun up.  We ride from the gate in five.”  The man’s eyes went huge in his brown face, but he dashed off.  Kore turned to look for one of the ubiquitous stable boys, one of the youngsters that hung out at the Stables just to have anything to do with the horses.  One had been listening and with a shocked face was already scurrying towards Filigree’s stall with a saddle.
 
   It literally was no more than five minutes before she was mounting Filigree, who tossed her pretty head in delight at the outing, and heading toward the big, iron gate in the Ramparts, a grim Shagreen tautly by her side.
 
   Six warriors waited for them there, decked out in leather armor over back and chest, thighs and forearms.  No threads or tidbits of metal decorated these bridles or saddles, nothing to catch the sun and give away a position.  There were no billowing white blouses, either, and not a whisper of laughter or joking or pranks.
 
   Sable barely even noticed them, eyes fixed on the peachy-pink sands beginning to show as the heavy points of the portcullis were pulled up into the air.  It was like a portal opening, revealing the way to a new world, a new life.
 
   “Lady Queen,” Kore said, low and pleading.  “Let us ride the Eshaid.”
 
   But she shook her head wordlessly, knowing all Rach knew instinctively what she had just recently learned.  The Eshaid was a safe, lifeless wasteland, the Don a green pearl in all its still folds.  The Sheel…the Sheel was a wild, fierce, vibrant infinity, like the Rach, full of life itself.  Like her God, breaking through all her defenses so she might know His love.
 
   It was exquisite to walk those sands, to feel the breath of eternity brush her cheek, to gaze on endless horizon in three directions.  It was awesome to see the sands blaze into brilliant orange as the rays of the sun crept over them.  Overwhelmed, she rode lost in thought and wonder, everything new and fresh, her life flooding with understanding and thankfulness.
 
   Finally, she looked around and saw that they were riding basically a hand’s breadth from the wall of the Ramparts.  Stifling a sardonic smile, and realizing at last what an uncomfortable outing she was making for the conscience-stricken Rach, she reached out and patted Kore’s strong brown hand.  His face was a mask of intensity; she’d never seen him like this.
 
   “All right, Kore,” she said ruefully.  “We can go back.”  She hadn’t even finished speaking when he’d snapped out a command and the group began to tightly turn, seemingly on top of itself.  “Thank you, my friend, I know this—”
 
   The world exploded in sand.  Horses shrilled, and suddenly, the Rach were shouting, and there was blurred action all around her.  What had happened?  Where there had been nothing but utter peace and silence, now everywhere was bedlam.  She couldn’t make out a thing for all the fine, blowing sand—then she heard the unmistakable crash of blades and felt cold terror grip her heart.
 
   NO.  What had she done?!
 
   Confusion held her motionless.  She wouldn’t have known what to do even if she could comprehend what was going on.  Her brain was numb.  And then, she felt dry, strong hands clutching at her, her legs, her waist, her arms, coming like disembodied claws out of the swirling clouds of fine sand.
 
   She screamed in fear and revulsion and gave Filigree her head more out of accident than choice.  Instantly, the little mare reared, neighing her outrage and almost unseating Sable.  Sheel-bred to her dainty hooves, she lashed out with her forelegs and Sable felt the jolt as she made a very solid connection.  But still, the hands were unrelenting.  Kyr’s words came back to her, revitalizing her with desperate energy.  Frantically she fought them off, wanting to climb up on the saddle to get away from that ceaseless, psychotic, faceless grasping.  But then one got a good hold that she couldn’t shake, around her arm—and pulled her from the saddle.
 
   Instantly, she felt them pressing in close around her, stifling the breath from her, confining her so that she could hardly struggle, a claustrophobic nightmare.  A hand closed over her mouth and, jerking and straining with all her might, she was dragged down, down, down, through sand and choking sheeldust, down into the utter, silent blackness of a tomb.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   There wasn’t much time for good-byes.  Melkin’s months-worth of smoldering intensity had exploded into full flame, and as dusk fell in the brilliant City of the Seven Falls, the Northerners were once again a-stagback and retracing their hoof steps south.  The ghostly twilight, thickened with mist that coated the long avenues of glorious foliage and their tall, dark trunks, seemed to separate them from time.  It was as if the last few days had never happened, so familiar was the feel of the stags by now.  It was the same choppy, jarring gait, the all-too-familiar view of shadowcloth-clad riders ahead framed by the lyrical sweep of staghorns, and the feel of the journey seeping back into their bones.
 
   But even Rodge hardly complained.  The sense of adventure had been heightened rather than dulled by the magical luxury of Lirralhisa, and had definitely been enhanced by the various fairytale creatures populating their recent existence.  Personally, Ari thought there was more to it than the odd centaur and the thrill of a gryphon ride or two.  There was something compelling, something addictive about this venture.  He wasn’t the only one who hadn’t wanted it to end up there on that lost mountain, faced with a fantastical creature who knew more than he would say.  In fact, Ari had heard that even Cerise—prim, exacting, starchy Companion to the Queen—had requested in Crossing that she be allowed to continue with them.  
 
   Up ahead, disembodied by the fog, Melkin’s voice floated back to them.  He was in the lead now, cursing with great imagination at Rhuq to ride faster, come up with a swifter means of transport, etc., etc., as full of enthusiastic energy now as he had been rancorous resignation earlier.  
 
                 The group came up on Dra Kai, who had stopped and was staring back the way they’d come.  Sentinels turned alertly in their saddle, and Ari felt the old reflexes tighten his shoulders.  Something was coming up on their rear.
 
                 Several seconds ticked by with all of them straining to see into the dense grey behind them.  It turned out to be a single rider, which then further clarified—like a pea rising out of thick stew—into Traive, Lord Regent of Cyrrh.
 
                 Audible sighs sounded as the stagriders saluted.  Cerise curled her lip and turned pointedly away, but she was the only one even faintly displeased.
 
                 “Are you joining us?” Loren asked with boyish eagerness.  Traive was still his hero, identity deception or no.
 
                 “I think I will,” the Lord Regent answered, and rode past them to the front of the column.
 
                 Ari watched him in satisfaction.  Addictive.
 
                 As anxious as he was to be on with their quest, Ari found himself missing this magical, beautiful place already.  You could do anything in Cyrrh, things beyond imagining.  Be anyone.
 
                 They took a hurried rest that night, lying out in an enchanted glade swathed with mist, and pushed the stags all the next day.  But it was still late afternoon before they reached the Gold Band.
 
                 Dra Kai had made the suggestion last night that they make the return trip via the Sirensong, to profound approval from Melkin and thoughtful agreement from the Regent.  Apparently, even as sluggish as the river looked, it would shave hours off the trail ride, and was somehow inexplicably safer.
 
                 Rodge, not entirely convinced of the latter, had asked suspiciously, “What about the crocs?”
 
                 “I’d avoid them,” Traive advised him.
 
                 Rodge gave him a sour look.  “I’m worried about them avoiding us.”
 
                 Ari was beginning to look forward to the outside of the Ring, the Valley of the Falls, again.  Inside, after all, was safe.  Tame.  Domesticated.  The jungle now…not so much.  Breathing deeply of the wildness, he stepped quietly outside the great gate at the gold-encrusted Southern Tor.  His senses seemed to expand, to take in the warm, pulsing, dangerous dark.  Just inside, Melkin was tromping and stomping and irascible, fussing over the general lack of speediness with their preparations to depart, but it faded into the background in the face of the vast, living throb of the jungle.  It called to him, like the siren the river was named for, beckoning with its enchanted adventure—a place where mythical creatures could walk in stately silence out of the mists of legend.  Where Whiteblades rode like quicksilver between the tree trunks, almost glimpsed long enough to be real.
 
                 His dreams, he thought for the hundredth time with a flash of joy—they’d been real.  They were memories, and the yearning for those days was deeper than ever with the release of that one powerful memory.  Raised by Whiteblades.  Played at the feet of the Statue of the Empress itself.  He almost couldn’t believe it.  
 
                 “ARI!” Loren grabbed his arm exasperatedly.  “Come on, let’s go.”  The Cyrrhideans, who to listen to Melkin had been sauntering around picking at their facial orifices, had scrounged together some kind of water-born craft in record time.  It was a monstrosity, but Ari lifted one whole corner by himself, reveling in the strain of his muscles, heart alive with hope for his scummy past.
 
                 They climbed aboard under the lash of Melkin’s ungentle tongue, looking around curiously in the dim light.  These were far different boats from the gigantic, featureless nautical landscapes that plied the Kendrick.  High-sided as protection from over-friendly water critters and covered for the same reason from any drop-in visitors, they looked more like floating fortresses.  There were even slits for crossbows.
 
                 So, they set off into the moonlit dark, onto a broad, black, glinting highway overhung with dripping vines.  Before them, the jungle rang and screamed and hummed with its music of the night and their ghostly way was, for once, perfectly clear.
 
                  They tended to sleep through the day.  Without the constant stimulation of slapping through aggressive foliage and the threat of imminent death that they’d had with stag travel, the sultry, soggy heat and forced inactivity made it almost impossible to stay awake.  Besides, it was captivatingly beautiful at night—and distinctly more dangerous.  Rodge spent the whole first 24 hours wide-awake and staring at the gap between the raft’s sides and roof, getting used to a whole new range of assaults on his psychological equilibrium.
 
                 Traive was utterly relaxed, in contrast.  This was considered such a safe method of transport that he was the only Cyrrhidean aboard—which was good, as things were a bit cozy as it was.  He was sprawled out against a box of supplies, looking half-asleep, when Melkin paused in his hundredth critique of Silverene’s high-handed manner.  With a voice so low that only he and Kai and Ari, who was sitting with them, could hear, he said bitingly, “You put so much stock in his advice, you should ask him what to do about your flaming Realm.”  
 
   “Cyrrh will be there when she’s needed.  I know my place,” Traive answered comfortably.  His fine voice was thick with doze.
 
   “You’re standing tall by a sinking ship,” Melkin growled back in disgust.
 
   “That is my place,” he repeated patiently, stretching his hands up behind his head.
 
   “Of all people in Cyrrh,” Melkin seethed quietly, “I would say it is YOUR place to do something.”  Though Ari couldn’t imagine a better place to speak freely, the only other thing Cyrrhidean in the vicinity being the teeming jungle, they both still kept their voices low.
 
   “I am the Lord Regent of Cyrrh,” Traive said lightly.  “I can do anything.”  Melkin narrowed his eyes at him, trying to divine the meaning of that.  Ari stared, too, knowing it wasn’t said in pride and a little awed that he’d become friends with such powerful people.  Was he trying to say he could rule from behind the Throne?
 
   “Tell him, Kai,” the Lord Regent drawled lazily.
 
   Everyone else on the raft was lounging in one limp posture or another, but the Dra poised alertly, squatting on his long, steel-strong legs.  Even as he spoke, his eyes roved watchfully over the scenery drifting by.
 
   “Cyrrh must stand for the war, when it comes.”  His impressive voice rolled incongruously out of the quiet bronze planes of his face.  “But she must stand united.”
 
   Melkin shifted his glance to him while Traive expounded, quite serious now, “A fight for the Crown of Leaves would mean Civil War.  That would destroy Lirralhisa, weaken the Torques as Sentinels were pulled back to the Ring, and cripple Cyrrh to the point that she’d have barely more protection than when Khristophe made camp at the feet of the Seven Falls.”  He shook his head.  “It cannot be.” 
 
   “Can’t you force Kindri to marry?” Melkin muttered darkly, taking a different tack. 
 
    “That would solve everything,” Traive agreed.  “Her issue would be the only uncontested claimant to the Throne.”
 
   “It’s impossible for a woman to rule?” Ari asked into the stretching silence.  It had been happening for centuries in the Northern Empire.  Traive, heavy-lidded, half chuckled.  
 
   “You’ve seen our women—would you place any of them in harm’s way?  No,” he brooded, “even if she would take the Crown, which she wouldn’t, I’m not sure she’d do any better than her father like she is…and we can’t force her off dasht.  On dasht, we can’t even get her to focus long enough to consider a suitor,” he added wryly.
 
   “If it came right down to it, and Khrieg fell,” Melkin ground out like he was spitting nails, “What are the options?  Who can lead this flaming Realm if it’s got to face the Enemy?”
 
   “Krachelian,” Traive said, after musing a moment.  “A cousin of Khrieg’s, a Fox.  It’s not the Cyrrhidean way to put oneself forward, but he would modestly accept the position if he could wrangle himself into the nomination.  He’s the most direct in line after Kindri, but Laschald doesn’t like him.”  
 
   Ari’s red eyebrows rose.  Was Marek the only god not intimately involved with his Realm’s political maneuverings? 
 
   Melkin’s feral eyes glinted with curiosity and Traive responded, “Too driven.  Got enough ambition to be a Northerner.”  He winked at Ari.
 
   A started yelp from behind Ari turned everyone’s head.  Loren and Rodge and Cerise, who’d been limply sub-cognizant on the other side of the raft, were all wide-awake now, staring at a tiny monkey-looking thing in their midst.  It was a glossy dark brown and gold, with big, expressive eyes that were looking around at them all with perky simian interest.
 
   “Aw,” Loren said, as it sat there posing cutely with one little paw-hand up.
 
   “Don’t play with those,” Melkin called out irritably.
 
   Loren answered happily, “It’d be nice if there was one friendly, harmless thing in this whole blasted jungle.”
 
   Suddenly the creature leaped into action, bounding forward to snatch the banana Rodge had pulled from one of the boxes.
 
   An immediate struggle commenced, even though the whole purpose of the banana had been to give it to the monkey.  That was far different than having it taken, however, and Rodge, though he fell back with a cry of revulsion as the little thing morphed into a shrieking demon of flashing teeth and scrabbling hands and feet, wasn’t about to let go.  A Northerner never gives up his goods.
 
   The little monkey yowled shrilly, Rodge threw insults and struggled to hang on to his fruit, and Loren rolled, howling with laughter.
 
   Cerise’s voice, icy with derision, made itself heard over the ruckus, “You’re arguing with a primate.  And losing.”
 
   Another one of the creatures whisked into the raft by the group around Traive, having the misfortune to land too close to Kai.  The Dra, without even rising, shot out a leg and spiked it out of the raft.
 
   “Better to leave the wildlife alone,” Traive advised the howling circus across from them.  “People have lost limbs from festered tamarin bites.”
 
   Loren sobered at that, and grabbing his trusty Cyrrhidean axe, made a lunge for the little ball of belligerence accosting Rodge’s banana.
 
   Screaming in outrage—much louder than his little friend who’d had such an abrupt relationship with Kai’s boot—the creature fled, pausing to chatter furiously at them from the safety of the raft walls for a moment before swinging back up into the trees.
 
   “Then there’s Kiellorabean,” Traive said thoughtfully.  “He’s immensely popular, with a circle of friends as big—and important—as the Gold Band.  He’s the Jaglord now and slated to be the next Sentinalier…though traditionally that post’s almost always filled by the Captain of the Sentinels.”
 
   “What’s he like?” Melkin demanded gruffly.
 
   “Solid.  Excellent strategist and sharp instincts.”
 
   Melkin pursed his lips impatiently.  “Would you support him?”
 
   Traive shot him a very level look.  “If he made a bid for the Throne, he would be a usurper.  It would be my responsibility to shoot him.”
 
   Melkin looked away, staring bitterly at nothing and obviously thinking jagged thoughts.  Traive gazed pensively at his boots and Kai squatted motionless, face inscrutable.  Uneasily, Ari looked around at their silent faces, worrying about this jewel of a Realm and its uncertain and possibly violent future.
 
   The moon was out early that night, but its soft silver glow faded quickly.  Lowering cloud cover, bruised and thunderous, moved in, and lightning flashed in the little bit of open sky visible through the trees.  Expecting the inevitable downpour, the travelers drifted back under cover from the tiny open space at the bow where they aired themselves out, but it wasn’t long before the ceaseless bickering drove Ari back out again.  He’d risk the weather.  
 
   Kai was out there, too, standing lone sentinel at the prow, and Ari settled next to him on the railing at a distance that would have had most men sweating freely.  From behind him, over the rushing wind and heavy swaying of the jungle growth, he heard Rodge’s sneering voice, “…now he’s too good for us…”  
 
   Kai pointed suddenly off to the right, a shockingly companionable gesture, and Ari looked obediently to cover his surprise.  He grimaced, hand dropping instantly to the axe they all carried now.  The Dra cautioned him wordlessly against throwing it, his fingers like wrought iron on Ari’s wrist.
 
   So Ari forced himself to watch, motionless, as the huge man-shape on the bank continued its hunt; the prey was some kind of turkey-looking bird—a short-lived one, for it soon had its scrawny neck broken in chillingly human-like hands.  The dark and the thrashing trees made the creature even more frightful, a hair-covered, misshapen, human-looking ogre.  It turned to look right at them, baring enormous fangs and throwing the big, heavy-looking bird effortlessly over one shoulder.  Ari felt the hairs on the nape of his neck stand up.
 
   “Redfang,” he said, as sickly certain as if it had had a label attached.  He didn’t think he’d ever forget that malignant, intelligent glance, adding unpleasantly to the revulsion and terror of his first experience with the beasts—the chase into Choletta Tor.
 
   “Young male,” Kai said, deep voice reverberating over the growing sound of the storm.  “Probably kicked out of the troop.”
 
   “Why didn’t you let me kill him?” Ari said, skin still crawling just at seeing the thing.
 
   “He wasn’t threatening us.”
 
    “It was a Redfang—if that doesn’t make him a menace, what does?”
 
   “There are many things dangerous to man that won’t harm him if unprovoked.”  Ari looked at him quizzically; that seemed pretty philosophical for a cold-blooded killer.
 
   Kai shrugged, rolling his brown shoulders.  Spats of rain were starting to show on them.  “Redfangs rarely attack unless they’re in a group.  The young males are unpredictable, but they’re out looking for females.  If left alone, they’ll usually mind their own business.”
 
   Ari stared.  “But…Redfangs.”
 
   He hardly expected an answer.  He couldn’t believe Kai’d been as talkative as he had; it was even more shocking when he murmured, “It’s a long enough road to walk with real enemies.  To spin death at every possible one makes it endless.”
 
   The deluge never came.  It would be a stretch of the imagination to say he spent the night in conversation with the Dra, but it was companionable.  Kai didn’t care what he was…and of all of them, he alone knew what it meant to be outcast.
 
     “Well, at least he shaved and cleaned himself up for us,” Rodge remarked.  Banion loomed, large and dependable and possibly hairier than ever, on the slowly approaching bank.  Now, just as their impatience to be reunited was mounting, the Siren seemed to have lost every last bit of energy.  They drifted with agonizing slowness down towards the rough dock, a double agony for Ari because it gave time for Rodge’s comment to sink in.
 
   Everything had changed since the last time he’d seen Banion.  Rodge and Loren had let their own version of beards grow out several times over the past weeks.  Ari had stayed as smooth-cheeked as ever, no razor needed.  Just one more reminder of the gulf of difference separating them.  He stared at Banion with a faint despair.  How was he going to react to him now—now that the Rach at the Kingsmeet had identified him as a Sheelman?  With all that hearty Merranic prejudice against the Enemy bouncing around inside his matted chest, would he greet Ari with a hard, cold look?  Would the lip curl with distrust and dislike under the heavy beard, one of those enormous shoulders turn coldly to him?
 
   Banion, who’d been roaring a greeting for several minutes, sending all kinds of alarmed bird life winging away from the thinning jungle around them, now caught the bow rope Traive tossed to him.  Single-handedly, he began towing in their cumbersome vessel, beefy self leaning back against the weight without pausing his cheerful vocal commentary at all.
 
   Ari squared his shoulders and lifted his chin, and when their mutant raft finally bumped up against the pilings, he took a deep breath.  Stepping boldly off, he thrust out his hand to the waiting Merranic.
 
   Who let out a bellow of delight and cried, “Ho!  I see one of you’ve become a man, at least!”  He happily crushed Ari’s elbow in the forearm clasp of Merrani and clipped him so proudly on the shoulder that he almost sent him into the drink.
 
   Bruised, a little shaky, but flooded with relief, Ari stood basking in the effusive affection as the rest of the party came ashore. 
 
   Loren frowned at him as he and Rodge passed.  “What, you gotta be the center of attention now? ‘Look at me, I’m jungle boy?’”
 
   Sourly, silent, Ari walked over to the horses—Banion had brought them all down from Jagstag, it looked like—and patted his nickering brown.  People were just too much trouble, he thought darkly.  When this was over, he was going to disappear into the jungle and not have anything to do with any of them.
 
   There were boisterous greetings—they’d all forgotten over the past weeks with the subdued Cyrrhideans how exuberant Merranics could be—and introductions between Traive and Banion, and then Melkin suggested, shocking no one, that they make time while there was still light.  
 
   The Jagstag Sentinels had sent a frisky white mare down for Traive, small and delicate enough she probably had some Aerach blood.  She was such a brisk mover, however, that she firmly took, set, and kept the pace, nipping imperiously at Melkin’s roan when it tried to pass her.
 
   While the age-old equine dominance game was being played out up front, the rest of them bunched up around Banion on the open trail, catching up on news.  Banion, surrounded and at their mercy, was bombarded with stories of man-eating gorillas, paralysis-inducing flora, mysterious stone towers covered in a fortune of gems popping out of untrammeled jungle.  Bugs, beasts, botany and the wonders of Lirralhisa, the sleep-walking Skyprincess and the shocking lack of courtly proprieties in her Palace.  He heard about the gryphons, their eyries, their beaks, talons, feathers and the view from their backs.  He received admonition to never travel through the Torques on stagback—as there were surely none that could carry him (that from Cerise).
 
   He finally broke out in his booming laugh, holding up his hands in a plea for mercy.  “This reminds me of my little ones when I first get home!”  
 
   “You have children?” Rodge asked in blunt astonishment.
 
   “Oh, aye.  Seven.”  The Northerners exchanged glances.  Loren mouthed, seven?
 
   “That means a woman…married you?” Cerise half-asked, half-stated—with marked skepticism.  “Of her own free will?”
 
   “Ah, milady Cerise,” Banion said fondly.  “How I’ve missed your sharp tongue and dull wits.”  Rodge and Loren grinned, Cerise made a face, and into the temporary lull, Ari said:
 
   “We talked to the centaurs.”
 
   Everyone grew quiet, throwing glances at the Merranic to see what he’d say.  Even Melkin turned in his saddle and met the eyes of the Jarl.  They exchanged a long look before Banion rumbled softly, “Did you now?”
 
   He glanced slyly at Rodge, then Cerise.  “That must have been quite an, er, eye-opener.”  No one answered that.  Cerise loftily examined a cuticle.
 
   Loren started, “They were huge.  And old.  And wise.  And all misty-like, like you were seeing them through a dream…”
 
   “They were clear as day,” Cerise corrected testily, “and exactly what you’d expect a creature that was part man and part horse to look like.”
 
   “If you believed in such things,” Banion offered gravely.  She heaved an aggravated sigh, choosing with remarkable will power not to respond.
 
   “It was like being little and facing your Dad when he was mad—you didn’t want to say anything.  It was quiet for so long, you didn’t think he was ever going to talk, but there’s no way you were going to say anything first,” Loren rambled on with appreciative memory.
 
   “Fortunately for us,” Cerise muttered.
 
   “He didn’t help us much,” Rodge said cynically, as if just realizing it.  “If it hadn’t been for Ari suddenly remembering—after all these months—where the flaming Statue is, we’d still be sitting out there in the back end of nowhere waiting for that centaur to say something.”
 
   Banion, eyes sharp as daggers, shot a quick glance at Ari, who flushed.  But all the Merranic said was, “I wondered where we were headed in such a hurry.”
 
   Loren, looking proudly at Ari, like he’d raised him up right, said, “Yeah, all this time the Statue’s been at this Illian convent, where the nuns lived that my father adopted Ari from.”  Ari glanced at him, the tension between them vanished, and suddenly, they were friends again.
 
   Ari, wishing his face would cool, looked up to see Banion’s eyes still on him.  For something to say, he added, “The centaur said Raemon isn’t imprisoned anymore.”
 
   Banion’s bushy brows shot into his bushy hair, and as if on cue, Melkin pivoted in his saddle.  Their eyes met again, longer this time.
 
     Melkin growled, “He’s ‘waiting.’  There’s still hope we can lessen the impact of his return—but we’ve got to get to the Statue first.  Apparently, the Sheelmen haven’t found it yet, either.”  His lips twisted cynically, as if he couldn’t quite believe he was saying all this.
 
   “No idea, I suppose, as to what we do with it once we find it?” Banion drawled.  The Master’s eyes flashed an angry answer and he swiveled back around.
 
   The trail narrowed down then, choked by bushy undergrowth into a width only comfortable single file.  The tall jungle giants that had towered over them and close, stifling wall of vines and greenery had all been fading out even the last hour or so on the Siren, and were gone by now.  The river itself was barely visible, petering listlessly out into a bed of tall weeds and grasses.  All around them, the sun was bright and clear, the terrain revealing itself in gentle hills to their right and the velvety green flanks of the Dragonspine rearing up on their left.
 
   It was bliss to be on horseback again, too, with their broad backs and easy-on-the-backside gait.  Ari was probably the only one that missed the stags, missed the quivering, electric energy, the delicate legs and impossibly nimble hooves, the big, dark, beautiful eyes and the swinging, metal-tipped spines of the great, branching antlers.  Mostly, he missed the exoticness, the breathless adventure that pretty much described every living moment in Cyrrh.  He looked around the bland, safe landscape and sighed.
 
   Banion hadn’t brought any Sentinels, but he hadn’t been remiss in the resupply.  Everyone gathered around eagerly for lunch when he started laying out fresh chicken and chopped vegetables, bread and a skin of what smelled like pretty good wine.
 
   Over the food, he told them his story.
 
   “Wasn’t too much more to the ’Meet after you left.  Kane and Kyr were both anxious to get back and start readying their armies—and Kane was in a lousy mood after the Mage’s performance.”
 
   Melkin glared at him, tearing off a piece of chicken with perhaps more than necessary force.  “That was an idiotic thing to do,” he growled.
 
   Banion shrugged his massive shoulders.  “Didn’t make much sense to anyone, but it hardly matters anymore.  He must have made a run for it right after his testimony; the Stone Jarls couldn’t find him anywhere when we went to look.  Kane had decided just to wait ‘til we got back to Merrane for the manhunt…but Kai advised him not to.”  He glanced up the Dra, who ate like he did everything—deft and vigilant.  “I don’t know how you knew…” Banion rumbled at him, and Kai’s dark eyes met his for a moment.  
 
   “Vangoth is not a god to be trifled with,” he said quietly.  Everyone looked at him.  
 
   “Vangoth?” Melkin repeated warily.  He skewered Banion with a glare.
 
   The Jarl cleared his throat.  “He never admitted anything.  But when Kane went to him…well, he wasn’t exactly surprised.  Not what you’d call…distraught.”
 
   The Northerners were all paying close attention now, eyes sliding off each other’s in faint disbelief as they considered the implications floating around here.  Marek would never take out one of his own people.  You can’t run an efficient society with that kind of uncertainty in the air.  Cerise pursed her lips in disapproval.
 
   “The Fox brought word that Sable’s headed to the Ramparts,” Melkin said grimly, obviously wanting to change the subject.
 
   “Against the better judgment of every Northerner I talked to,” Banion rolled his eyes.  “Where would she be safer than literally surrounded by thousands of Rach?  And maybe Kyr’s enthusiasm will persuade her of some of the little realities of life.”
 
   “What’s this new Rach like?” Traive asked.  “I left before meeting him.”
 
   “Steelthirsty.  All of ‘em are.  Ready to join blades at the first whisper of war and wondering what’s taking so long to get to it.”  He grinned wolfishly, eyes glinting with approval.  
 
   There was a moment of chicken-eating while everyone digested this.  Then Banion, in a lower voice, said, “Kyr may have done a bit of convincing before Sable even left Crossing.  Word is, she went behind the Council’s back and ordered Androssan directly to ready the Imperial armies.”
 
   That produced a wide and rather chaotic variety of responses, from Rodge’s, “The North!?  At war?  You’ve got to be joking!” to Melkin’s thoughtful, “Androssan.  Androssan…don’t know him.”
 
   “I’ve wargamed with him,” Banion said, big voice dampening down all the background noise.  “Knew him before he made Commanding General.  He’s good.  Got a pretty solid head for tactics—for a Northerner.”  He winked at Loren and Ari.  “But he’s a thinking man, careful.  No gut instincts.”
 
   “All Northerners are thinking,” Cerise said with sharp scorn.  “General Androssan is an excellent officer.  His Uncle on his maternal side was an Archlord and he’s got a son that will be marriageable in five years.”
 
   Banion smacked his forehead with his hand, rolling his eyes at her.  “We should’ve asked you first.  All the important facts a man needs to know, and his genealogy to boot!”
 
   Her nostrils flared and she said stiffly, “I’m only saying he’s a courteous and popular man, and very powerful.”
 
   “Oh, well, that’s good to have on the battlefield.  I’m sure the Sheelmen will be particularly impressed.”
 
   “What of Merrani?” Traive interposed smoothly, afraid this renewing of friendships might be leading them off on a tangent.
 
   “I should probably be there,” Banion admitted.  “But if my Chevrics aren’t trained well enough to get the men ready without me nagging at ‘em, it doesn’t make me much of a Knight.”  His deep-set eyes sparkled.  “I’ve missed too much of this already.”
 
   This quest, Ari thought.  It really did seem to be the most important thing going.
 
   “Lord Khrieg wasn’t very encouraging,” Banion was saying, looking somberly at Traive.
 
   “That’s him at his best,” Rodge muttered under his breath.
 
   “Cyrrh will be ready when she is needed,” Traive said smoothly.
 
   Not looking overly comforted, Banion said carefully, “It’s not my place to ask, but will the Forces follow you if Khrieg will not lead?”
 
   Traive, loyal to the end, responded simply, “Cyrrh follows her Skylord.”
 
   Banion grunted, eyeing him coolly.  He was the first person that Ari had seen not take an instant liking to the Lord Regent.
 
   They packed up and hit the trail again, the horses fresh from weeks in the stable, the day wide open and beckoning, and time ticking in their ears.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
   It was more than dark.  It was a complete absence of sensory input, no light, no sound, no smell—if it wasn’t for her own ragged breathing, Sable would’ve thought she’d been killed or maybe gone mad.  Her mind leaped wildly around, trying to come to grips with what had happened, what was happening.
 
   Then there was a soft scraping, the sound of cloth brushing over cloth, and a flame sprang to life not even a yard from her.  She almost screamed—which might have changed a very many things—but she was gripped by a fear so deep it seemed to have numbed her vocal cords and a terror that had wiped blank any rational thought.  Her years of enforced composure as a Queen, as a Northerner, as a woman trying to play with the big boys, didn’t help any.
 
   In the light of that little flame were the shadowy edges of bodies and two sets of eyes.  Staring at her, unblinking.  Beautiful, gem-clear blue and green, they flickered in the faint light, absolutely expressionless.  There was a little dark skin around the eyes and reddish brows just barely visible, and everything else was swathed in folds of Sheel-colored cloth.
 
   Tarq.
 
   Horror, real, knowing horror that was completely different from the mindless panic of a few seconds ago, threatened to swamp her.  Kyr’s words rang through her mind and she began to pant wildly, tearing her eyes from theirs and trying desperately to make something out of the pitch blackness of her surroundings.
 
   One of them, in a very ordinary, unhurried kind of way, took out a length of rope from the folds of his clothes and reached out, capturing her shrinking hands.  Before she could even think, let alone react, he’d slipped a clever knot over her wrists.  Her eyes went huge and panic leaped higher.
 
   When they brought the torch around, she backed up hard, slamming into solid wall not more than a foot away.  But they just looked at her for a second, then turned away and started walking.  The world faded into black again, the rope drew tight, and in disbelief she found herself being tugged along behind them.  
 
   Nothing else happened.  They just walked.  Relief suffused her for a second, as she realized there was at least a short reprieve from all the unspeakable torture and arcane rites that had been racing through her mind for the last few minutes.  But she was still a prisoner of the Enemy of the Realms.  She tested the ropes and found her captors had a firm grip.  Feeling bolder as more benign seconds passed, she gave a mighty heave, trying to make a break for it—and was immediately yanked forward so hard that she fell, landing roughly on her hands and knees and tearing up her palms on the gritty surface.  Clambering to her feet, she found them both looking at her.  There was no malice in those eyes, no surprise or gloating…and no compassion.
 
   She screwed up her courage.  “Undo my hands!  You have no right—”
 
   One of them backhanded her, so hard that it split her lip and rocked her head back on her neck.  Then, casually, they both turned away and started walking again.  Days later, she looked back on this with dull amazement.  To deliberately bring attention to oneself, to force them to respond, to ask for pain.
 
   But right then, most of what she felt was astonishment.  Granted, she still knew very little about the Enemy, but she’d never heard anything like this.  She couldn’t remember a single story of a Realmsman taken captive by Tarq—it was popular knowledge that they barely saw them as human, their only goal to destroy them.
 
   They walked and walked and walked.  For hours.  They were in hewn passageways the color of the Sheel, the walls and floor composed of compacted sand and grit and rock.  There were regular stockpiles of torches, usually at intersections—it was a network down here, a pre-planned, carefully thought-out, austerely supplied web of passageways that was obviously under the Sheel itself.  She could remember the sensation of sliding in the chaos of her capture.  How she longed to tell Kyr; he’d be so excited.  But that just reminded her of how much she loved him and she turned her mind quickly back to thoughts of escape.  There were rough diagrams at the intersection walls, but though she didn’t exactly have time for close scrutiny, they didn’t make any sense to her.
 
   Time became meaningless; there was no way to gauge it.  They sat occasionally and ate a little hard, tasteless, crumbly kind of biscuit that tasted like desert.  Sometimes there was a bit of jerked meat that tasted about the same.  And water—there was never enough water.  Hours passed and she grew thirstier and thirstier, her weariness increasing with each rest.  Her captors ignored her most of the time, which she vastly preferred, because when she had their attention, they were correcting her.  And they weren’t usually very gentle.  She felt a surge of hope the first time the Tarq prepared for sleep, but it was quickly dashed when she realized they took turns at the activity.  She couldn’t stay awake long enough to see if the guard ever got sleepy.  If fact, it could only have been a few hours before she was being roughly booted awake herself.  Unfortunately, this seemed to be their standard procedure, for it never varied.
 
   The torchlight, which should have been a beacon of hope in this dark nightmare, began to look oily and evil, endlessly, hypnotically bobbing and flickering in front of her, leading her deeper and deeper into terrifying unknown.  She lost count of the times they stopped to rest, was usually dozing or asleep as soon as they came to a halt, and woke bleary and exhausted when they kicked her to her feet.  She didn’t think there was a full day between the sleep periods, and was quite certain there wasn’t a full night.
 
   Days passed.  Days and days and days.  She was certain they had become weeks.  Her world was a vague living nightmare that she couldn’t wake up from.  The vivacity of the Rach, her love for Kyr, her worry for Kore and all those that had unwittingly ridden out with her that fateful morning, all seemed to belong to another world, another life, and eventually to another person.  It was only the remembrance of the certainty of Il that kept her going.  She clung to Him, to everything she knew of Him, dwelling on that vastness that had seen a thousand centuries of everything man could come up with.  It helped her keep her perspective, and she realized that maybe she’d been wrong.  Maybe Il didn’t intend her to sacrifice her love for Kyr to rule the Empire…maybe He had a different sort of sacrifice in mind.  She had come from heart-rending sorrow to deep, profound peace to a mind-numbing monotony of fear.  She was living a  life barely alive with little but survival in her thoughts.  And at the end of this trail?  Somehow, she didn’t have much confidence it was going to improve.
 
      If they hadn’t been in just the right place at the right time, that first afternoon together might very well have passed in a nap for the Northerners.  They’d all eaten too much chicken, they’d been up all night, this place was a playground after the jungle, and it wasn’t like they hadn’t mastered sleeping in the saddle.
 
   But just as lids were getting heavy and heads were drooping, the sound of shouts came up the trail from their front.  Kai bolted like he’d been shot from a bow, and Traive and Melkin plunged after him.  Scrambling to shake the sleep from their brains and get their heels to their horses, the rest of them followed.
 
   They weren’t far from a little community, a collection of little whitewashed houses and a cleared area in what Ari realized belatedly was ordered fields of orchards and crops.  His little gelding could outsprint the other horses for short distances, so he got there in time to see several men roughing up a few women, tearing things up, bashing in windows.  They looked up as the first of Ari’s party came plunging down the hill off the trail and their eyes widened.
 
   There aren’t that many of us, Ari thought grimly.  Just a Dra running like lightning with bare steel in each hand, a Lord Regent in full armor, a crazed old Wolfmaster, and a giant with a sword the size of a child roaring, “STEELMISTS!!” at the top of his lungs.
 
   The thugs ran.
 
   With a great sense of satisfaction, they pursued.
 
   Unfortunately, the bushes of whatever was being raised in the area were thick, tall, and obstructive.  After a few minutes, Ari reluctantly pulled up.  Loren came up beside him and they grinned at each other, flushed with excitement.  Even Rodge, on a Radish that had gained so much momentum coming downhill that he’d ended up on the charge, too, was there.  He shook his head angrily at them, flopping his elbows and pulling all his old abusive terms for his horse out of his stock of memory.  He trailed off when Melkin came back through, giving them a look that scoured both grins and grimaces off their faces.
 
   They followed him back to the houses.  Traive, coming from a different direction, was just dismounting, and crying, angry women and sobbing children began gathering around him.
 
   Ari, spotting a little girl all wound up in some bushes by one of the houses, quickly jumped off his horse and went over to her.  She was bawling and scared, but didn’t seem too hurt.  He gently disentangled her from what looked like a bunch of tomato plants, putting her right side up, straightening the little home-spun shift, and smoothing her hair.
 
   “Easy,” he said soothingly.  She choked and went still when she looked in his eyes, and for a second he was sure she was going to scream, the dirty little face contort into a mask of terror, and go running off.  But she threw her arms around his neck instead and sniffled into his chest.
 
   He felt about two stories tall.
 
   Banion rode up, trailing half of a bush and with an interesting twig décor added to his hair.  “Cowards,” he groused, when Traive and Melkin looked to him.
 
   Traive turned back to the crowd, voice strong and calm, “So they came unannounced and starting tearing things up, unprovoked.  Does anybody know what they wanted?”
 
   “A runaway!” a woman said from the back of the crowd.  She was still crying, her dress ripped and two scared-looking boys clinging to her.  “With red hair.  And when we said we hadn’t seen any boys come through here, they started…they—” she broke down and a neighbor woman moved over to comfort her.
 
   “All our men are out harvesting tea,” another woman cried accusingly.  “They planned this!”
 
   “They were mercs,” a woman with a face like a battleaxe said angrily.  “All the runaways that come through here, this is the first in all MY years they’ve ever hired mercs to bring them back!  They were just using it as an excuse!”
 
   Ari, who’d been getting a bad feeling since the ‘red hair’ part, went cold.  He met Melkin’s eyes across the crowd.
 
   The women were starting to move around, get things back in order, and soothe the children.  A few were still up around Traive, demanding answers and wanting protection, when Kai came back.  He wasn’t even winded, but he had blood on one hand and wrist.  Traive disengaged himself, joining the rest of them around the Dra.
 
   Ari knew what he was going to say before he opened his mouth.  “Asps,” Kai said, on cue, lean face expressionless.  Ari felt Melkin and Banion staring at him.  Traive was pointedly not.
 
   “Maybe it’s coincidence,” the Lord Regent said quietly.  “There have been runaway slaves from the Swamps as long as there’ve been slaves and Swamps to run from.”
 
   “Maybe,” Melkin said flatly.
 
   “What’s coincidence?” Loren and Rodge asked almost in unison.
 
   “Anything else you remember about the Statue?” Melkin asked Ari suddenly.  “Anything written on it?  Levers, maybe, or inset pieces or secret openings?”
 
   Ari looked at him helplessly.  His memory of the Statue was more a feeling than a detailed technical draft—he probably wouldn’t even recognize it if he saw it.  
 
   “Time presses,” Kai said, and Ari threw him a grateful look.
 
   “Yes,” Traive agreed with him briskly, and clapped Ari on the shoulder.  “And after all, you were what, three or four the last time you saw the Statue?  You’d tell us whatever you remembered.”
 
   “That’s not the pattern I’ve noticed,” Rodge muttered sulkily.
 
   They rode warily the rest of the afternoon, any desire to sleep forgotten.  Ari’s mind was churning, slaves and red-heads and mercs chasing each other around the passages of his brain.  A new thought had occurred to him with Melkin’s question back at that little village, one that explained everything.  The mercs thought he knew something, had somehow found out that an orphaned Sheelmen had been in the Garden that held the Statue.  Maybe they thought he knew where it was…maybe, like Melkin, how to activate it.  That would be worse, because it would mean they already had it.  
 
   Well, they were both on the wrong track.  He didn’t know how the Statue had held Raemon...but he did know, to the depths of his soul, that it hadn’t been any secret lever.
 
   The scenery stayed the same for leagues, tea and coffee plantations stretching uphill on one side of them and down the other.  When they finally made camp, heavy-eyed, at sunset, they were in the curve of the ’Spine still surrounded by them.
 
   There was fresh food yet for dinner, but it wasn’t eaten with quite as much relish; an imminent expectation of unwanted guests hung in the air.  After jumping at nothing for the third time, Cerise said testily, “How is it that you have all these plantations out here unprotected?  I thought the Torques were ‘necessary for settlement.’”
 
   “They’ve only been here since the Peace,” Traive said calmly.  He’d just finished dismissing a Fox, the third since they’d surprised the Asps in the little village, and all of which had had their attentive ears filled with several minutes of instructions.  
 
   “This was once all jungle?” Loren asked.  Having cleared an acre or two of land in his disciplinary days, he could appreciate how much work these leagues must have taken.
 
   “All the way to the Swamps in the south.”
 
   Ari’s ears perked up.  About those Swamps, he wanted to say.  About those slaves—at least now he knew where in the Realms slavery existed, which had baffled him.
 
   But Loren cut in, “Hard to believe the Enemy could survive weeks of jungle travel, after being so accustomed to the desert, and still arrive with enough of an attack force to be a serious threat to the Torques.”
 
   Rodge raised one black eyebrow disparagingly.  “Thanks, General.”
 
   “They’re adaptable little devils, tough as iron,” Traive said mildly.  “I think it’s more surprising they took to the sea, myself.”
 
   Banion, on his third helping and probably the only one present whose appetite hadn’t been affected by the day’s activities, looked appeased.  He grunted in agreement.
 
   “From the east…” Ari said slowly.  “From the south.  We know the Addahites fought them in the north in the Old Ages.  But you never hear about them attacking from the west.”  He looked curiously at Traive.
 
   “Northern Cyrrh is virtually impassable—we’ve talked about it—and Western Cyrrh is home to the wild gryphons.”  He grinned darkly.  “They’ll kill a man on sight and have the eagle eyes to search him out.”  Loren and Ari grinned back.  Rodge looked queasy and put down his chicken leg.
 
   “That stretch of coast,” Banion added, “just north of the Swamps all the way up to Addah and beyond the charts, has the most inhospitable shores of the known world.  Most of the Cyrrhidean coastline is a wall of solid rock, and the areas that men could land are treacherous as a woman—” he paused, glanced at Cerise, and decided to let it stand.  “Merranic scoutsloops reported all kinds of shipwrecks broken up on those rocks and shoals back in the Ages they were exploring over there.”
 
   Traive smiled a mirthless smile.  “Fangvine seems to love the salt air, too.  Grows like a jungle along the coast.”
 
   That made more than one of them shudder.
 
    The plantations finally ended and nice, normal oaks and beech and maple and sycamore filled the countryside.  The days pooled into a relaxed muddle, drifting by without any further incidents, only Melkin retaining the steel-sharp edge of urgency.  It helped that they had a definite goal, knew exactly where they were going, and in some vague sense, knew they were almost there.
 
   Or so they thought.
 
   One day they came up on Kai, who usually ranged out of sight, scouting.  He was definitely done scouting, standing patiently waiting for them.  The trail faded away in front of him, bushes and weeds growing casually as if just a yard away there wasn’t an obvious cleared path.
 
   They drew around him, wondering, and he said, “This is as far as we can go with any certainty.”  They all stared at him perplexed, but that was nothing to his next statement.  “The Forbidden Forest cannot be found unless it wishes to be.”
 
   There were several seconds of blank silence as most of the party tried to figure out exactly what that meant.  Rodge inserted a finger into one of his ears in an attempt to loosen the wax before asking, “Did you say, ‘unless it wishes to be?’”
 
   Had it been anyone but Kai making this sort of pronouncement, there would doubtless have been a rapid-fire, scorn-filled commentary going on already.  Melkin turned in wordless outrage to Traive, who was looking faintly amused at the looks on their faces.  
 
   “This is true,” he said, breaking it to them as gently as he could.  “Many Cyrrhideans have sought the Ivory’s Garden over the centuries, and not all have found it…of course, in the stories, it’s only those in direst need who—”
 
   “Of course,” Melkin barked, patience snapped.  “What else would we expect on this trip but a little translocatable geography!”  He glared around at Cyrrh while Cerise made completely empathetic sounds of affront.  Such things, obviously, were not acceptable in the North.
 
   Melkin whirled accusingly back to Traive.  “How much more dire need can anyone get than the threat of the Wars restarting!?”  
 
   “Comes from dealing with witches,” Banion rumbled, sucking his teeth in disgust.
 
   Ari looked at him thoughtfully.  Witches…
 
   The group stirred around, restless and wrathful and having no idea what to do with this particular challenge.  Ari screwed up his courage.  He was going to look like a fool.
 
   “The Ivory are Illians…” he said.  Kai shot him a level glance.
 
   “That’s right, Ar,” Rodge said.  “Thanks for joining the group.”  His fat pony was trying to snack as long as they were just standing around, and he yanked its head up impatiently.  “We’re not staying,” he hissed at it.
 
   “Maybe,” Ari continued doggedly, feeling his face start to heat, “Maybe we should pray.  To Il.  I mean, that’s what they do, right?  They’ve got to get home somehow.”  His face had to be as red as his hair from the heat he could feel coming off of it.  
 
   Jaws almost dropped off of faces all around the group.
 
   Traive looked at him with a touch of surprise.  “That’s not a bad idea…unless someone’s got a better one?”
 
   That seemed to galvanize everyone back to life.
 
   “I am NOT praying to some cult figure--!” Cerise began hotly.
 
   “We don’t have time for this!” Melkin spat.
 
   Loren confessed, “I don’t even pray to Marek.”
 
   “I thought you said you knew where it was,” Rodge accused Kai.
 
   “Blasphemy,” Banion muttered unhappily into his beard.
 
   Ari took a deep breath, amazed at the riot of noise.  “I’ll do it,” he said nervously.  Anything to get them to stop.  They did, everyone looking at him, most of them in some state of offense.
 
   “Well, get on with it then,” Melkin said impatiently.
 
   Ari’s throat was dry.  He hadn’t thought it would be so…public.  “Uh,” he said.  “Uh, I...I, um, that is, we…”
 
   “He can hear silent prayers,” Traive suggested.
 
   “Oh.  Right,” Ari mumbled.
 
   “How do people come up with these things?” Cerise snorted quietly.  “A god that’s never been seen but hears your thoughts.  Why would anyone even want a god that knows what you’re thinking all the time?”
 
   Traive leaned on his crossed arms over his saddle horn, surveying her in amusement.  “Good thing He’s a forgiving sort of God, hm?”
 
   “You don’t need forgiveness from Marek,” she pointed out smugly.
 
   “Marek doesn’t require anything of you but gold…” he reminded her.  She narrowed her eyes at him, feeling vaguely like she’d lost the encounter, but not sure why.
 
   Ari, meanwhile, was frowning in concentration.  He wasn’t that sure about Il to begin with, and then, he’d been a little angry with Him lately…the whole life He’d picked out for him, and all.  He tried to remember everything Selah had said (which made him suddenly miss her so bad it was like a charlie horse of the heart): compassion…power…knowledge.  Well, if He already knew everything, what was the sense in telling Him?  And why didn’t He just give it to them?  Wasn’t He supposed to be merciful?  And surely He was on their side in this little…Ari took a deep breath, refocusing.  Personal.  She had said He was a personal God, who wanted personal things.  Well, OK.  Here he was, being personal.  Help us find, he began and came up against a wall.  There, in the deepest, quietest part of his thoughts, he realized suddenly that he didn’t want to find the Statue.  Despite what he’d thought was panic up at the meadow with the centaur…he didn’t want the adventure to end and all his friends to go back to their normal lives and leave him alone, still questing.  He still had no answers.  He didn’t even know all the questions yet.
 
   “Come on, Ari, hurry it up over there,” he heard Rodge complain.
 
   He forced away all the murky uncertainty and finished up quickly, Help us to find the garden.  And the Statue.  And the answers to everything.  Please. He opened his eyes.  Everyone was moving around restlessly.  Banion looked doleful.  Traive, however, smiled brightly.  “All ready?” he inquired solicitously.
 
   “Uh, I think so,” Ari said doubtfully.  It seemed like a pretty dumb idea, in retrospect.  Immediately, though, Kai and the Regent both turned and set off into the trees.
 
   “What are we doing now?” Cerise demanded.
 
   “This,” Traive called cheerfully over one broad shoulder, “is called faith.”
 
   “That’s not a verb,” Rodge muttered, but he fell in line quick enough.
 
   Four hours later, Traive’s faith was tried.  Melkin’s patience was exhausted.  And Banion was considerably more open-minded.  
 
   “Are you sure you were respectful enough?” he asked Ari anxiously.
 
   Ari, sighing, didn’t think it was a matter of courtesy.
 
   They couldn’t even see anymore, it was so dark, and Melkin stopped them in disgust.  It was a glum and tight-lipped group that swallowed a cold dinner and turned in.  There just didn’t seem anything more to say.
 
   And as he lay in his blankets that night, Ari had to come face to face with his inner squirmings—it was either that or see the whole thing fail, everything they’d worked and traveled and fought through for so long.  Not to mention the danger to the Realms and the threatening mass of Enemy looming on the horizon.  They had nothing else to go on…this thread was thin enough, and it depended, he was somehow sure, on him.
 
   He was in a quandary.  He was well aware his heart wasn’t in the right place…but it wasn’t like he could force himself to want something he didn’t.
 
   He sighed, stretching his arms up dispiritedly to rest his hands behind his head.  What do I do? he asked of the empty sky.  There must have been cloud cover, because as he gazed up, it began to drift off.  Stars began to come out, dozens of them, then hundreds, millions.  Brilliant, ephemeral lights, so far away he couldn’t even imagine it.  It came rushing back to him, the memory of that other night all those months ago, when his problems were laughably insignificant and the world still made sense.  That night under the endless skies of the High Wilds, when he’d felt that Presence…His skin goose-bumped at the memory.  That feeling of power had been so vast, as if the stars were really holes in the night sky that His splendor was blazing through.  Remembering that sense of awesome, all-knowing timelessness, a sudden rush swept through him, a jumble of wordless longing for answers to their questing, for safety from the sinister Sheel, for some kind of resolution to his turmoil…for a god that could really be what he promised.  His heart ached in his chest for things he couldn’t even put a name to, let alone ask for.
 
   The night’s rest did absolutely no good for Northern morale.  Zero.  No one had ever seen Melkin’s temper so black—it kept everyone else’s complaints down to an undertone.
 
   “What are we supposed to do?” Cerise hissed at Traive as they all mounted up.  “Just ride around in circles down in southern Cyrrh the rest of our lives?”
 
   He looked at her mildly.  “Would you like to go home?”  She drew herself up stiffly, reproachfully thinning her lips.
 
   Ari, on the other hand, had never felt so calm.  Maybe it was resignation.  Whatever it was, it had settled deep and he looked out at the morning with a matter-of-fact air.  Il was either going to grant this or He wasn’t.  
 
   It did shake him up for a moment when Kai looked directly at him and asked, “Which way?”
 
   He blinked.  “It doesn’t matter.”  Now, why had he asked him?
 
   There were several snide comments about his beseeching skills as the morning wore on, the majority of the party being in a shockingly unpleasant mood, but it rolled off of him.  He’d never claimed to be a Shepherd.
 
   They thrashed through undergrowth all morning, no longer on stags that slipped through jungle without stirring a leaf.  It wasn’t doing much for the general temper, unfortunately, being run into branches and scraped through prickly underbrush.  More than one horse earned some new and unprintable names that morning in southern Cyrrh.
 
   Strangely, Ari’s certainty grew deeper the harder things got.
 
   They were all more than ready to give it up and stop for lunch when Melkin growled suddenly, sharply, “Are we on a trail?”
 
   Kai tossed him a look over his shoulder.  He’d stayed barely a horse-length ahead since yesterday—which was probably extremely foresightful.  Ari wouldn’t have been surprised if they could lose each other in this crazy place.
 
   Hope stirred in mutinous chests.  Rodge and Banion sat up straight in their saddles.  Everyone stared at the grass under them, willing trees and bushes out of the way.  It definitely looked like a path.  The grass was getting more and more worn.  Traive’s mare hit bare dirt with a satisfying clop of a hoof, then there were more clops.  Within moments they were all clopping and everyone was straining ahead, looking expectantly for—actually, only Ari knew what to expect, and he didn’t recognize it at first.
 
   The horses filed into a little cleared area in the trees, and came abruptly to a stop when Kai did the same at their head.  
 
   “Oh, no,” Rodge said, deflated.  The Dra was scouting again, looking for the trail on the other side.  Cerise ground her teeth in frustration.
 
   Ari looked around, and felt a funny lurch.  The way the light and shadow fell…the patterns of the trees…It was small, but then he’d been small.  And there had been that overgrown garden—how could he forget it when it had been in his dreams for months now?  That big mess of brambly brush over there…?
 
   “Wait,” he said.  Melkin turned sharply to look at him.  
 
   “A clearing, you said?” Traive asked, glancing at him, too, and recalling the interview with the centaurs.  They all looked at Ari.
 
   “Is this it?” Loren asked him.  He’d never been there.  In fact, the ‘nuns’ had been at Jagstag with Ari, and that’s where Lord Harthunter had adopted him. 
 
   “I think so,” Ari said softly, a hundred sensations and memories careening through him.  He felt all funny inside.  He cleared his throat, pointing at the monstrous thicket several yards away.  “That’s the garden.”
 
   Instantly, Kai shifted his attention there, Melkin right behind him.  Excitement began to edge through the group.  Traive pulled an axe from his backbrace, as those brambles were way too thick just to be pulled aside, but before he could dismount, Kai called sharply, “Here!”
 
   Spurring their horses, they all rushed after the Dra.  He was way back, at the farthest part of the mess of vines and thorns, and they pulled up sharply around him, adrenaline pumping.
 
   “NO!” Melkin shouted, furious.
 
   “I can’t believe it,” Loren said, awed.
 
   There, cut very clearly straight out in front of them, was a neat trail leading in to the densest part of the thicket.  Down here, the mass of stalks and vines had grown well over their heads, and a clean, sharp line of fresh-cut and cleared branches ran the entire length down to where a space opened up several yards in.
 
   It was absolutely and completely empty.
 
   Ari couldn’t make it register.  To have come all this way, on a trail left by ghosts, overcoming almost every obstacle you could think of and several that wouldn’t have occurred to anyone in their right mind, only to be too late?  Of course, they didn’t know this was the right clearing—where was the convent?—or that the Statue had ever been here, or that that was what was missing.  He had no doubt they would proceed to cut this patch to pieces…and was equally sure they’d find nothing.  He was as certain that it was lost to them as he was that his hair was red.
 
   “What do you seek?”
 
   They all jumped, looking at each other.  Kai was the first to move, sliding around the far end of the thicket like silk over a Cyrrhidean woman.  They followed as a mass, and it didn’t take but a second to find the source of the voice on the other side.
 
   Well, there’s the convent, Ari thought to himself.  Almost buried under overgrown trees and bushes, on its roofed porch sat a woman.  She didn’t look surprised to see them down here in the middle of nowhere, nor hostile, nor even particularly curious.  Kai was resheathing his blades as they all came to a stop, long before the boys had even thought to draw theirs.
 
   “Who are you?” Melkin demanded, in a wary, neutral voice.  “What do you know of this place?”
 
   She arched an eyebrow, silently, in such classic Imperial fashion that it took them all aback.  But with a few seconds of observation, it was obvious she was from the North, the eyebrows as golden as the neat, upswept mass of hair, her skin flawless alabaster over the fine-boned face.  A Northerner.  Here, where they’d seen no Northerners but each other for well over a month.
 
   Traive dismounted quietly and sank to a knee.  “Lady Dorian,” he said respectfully.
 
   Of course.  Ari felt his insides spasm as the name shot through his memory with electric recognition.  The second-in-command.  Who else was going to be hanging out down here, alone, in Cyrrh with all its danger?  And in the Forbidden part of it, no less.
 
   “Whiteblade,” he said huskily, for the sake of the others. 
 
   Melkin looked like he’d been slapped.  His face and tone changed instantly.  He narrowed his eyes at the self-composed female perched just out of reach in front of him, gathering his thoughts.
 
   “We seek the Statue of the Empress,” he said, watching her closely.  “We’ve learned of its importance in trying to prevent the resurgence of the Enemy…” He hesitated.  After all, it was the Whiteblades that were supposed to be the repositories of this kind of information.  But he’d said enough.
 
   Without a trace of anxiety or consideration for their long travels and travails, her strong, clear voice answered, “It is not here.”
 
   Melkin glared at her.  “That much I could gather,” he said, probably thinking of the several months’ worth of mysteries he hadn’t figured out yet.  “You have it?” he pressed.  “Is it safe?”
 
   “No,” she shook her head gravely and they all stared at her, appalled and impatient.
 
   “Do none of these women know how to give a straight answer?” Rodge muttered.
 
   “Where is it?” Banion rumbled, barely civil.
 
   “It is gone.”
 
   Gone.  Gone.  Gone where?  Ari felt queasy with apprehension.  This was terrible, the unknowing at this stage of the game almost unbearable.  Did the mercs have it after all, or, worse, Enemy that was paying them?
 
   “Will you not tell us more?” he asked miserably.  She swung her head at the sound of his voice and from across the grasses separating them, he could feel the bright burn of her eyes, like golden topaz, glimmering with light and with something unreadable.  Then she smiled.
 
   “The statue is gone forever, for it is no longer needed.”
 
   “Speak plainly,” Melkin said, harsh and low, eyes boring into hers as if he could will sense out of her.
 
   With an effortless spring, she launched herself from her sitting position, landing weightlessly on the balls of her feet in the meadow grass.  If Ari hadn’t seen it, he wouldn’t have believed anyone could move with that much grace.  She straightened, tall and slender, with a long white neck, long arms and long, long legs.  Her golden-brown eyes flicked among them.
 
   “There is no statue; the Empress is no longer stone.  She has come back to life.”
 
   You could have heard a pin drop.  They were standing fetlock deep in meadow grass and you still could have heard it.  Birds stopped singing, animals stopped rustling, the breeze stopped, the horses froze, the sun stopped.  Time stopped.
 
   After an eternity, Melkin repeated, “Back to life.”  He sounded stupider than Ari had ever heard him.  Banion very carefully reached up to scratch his beard.
 
   Traive chuckled the warm, homey, comfortable laugh that they all knew so well, and the spell was broken.  The Northerners looked around at each other perplexed; it was a testament to the stranger’s force of personality that no one had made any comments yet.
 
   In her firm voice, she said, “Your quest is ended, Wolfmaster.”  She approached, walking toward them in long, bold strides.  “You have done better than you know.  The road goes on, but there is only one of you who must follow it from here.”  She had stopped, and now from a scarce yard or so away, glowing topaz eyes met sea-emerald blue.
 
   “You have grown up well, Ari.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
   “Well,” Rodge said briskly, “since we’re all headed home—ey!”  He ducked as Loren threw a punch at him.
 
   “You’re not taking him anywhere,” Loren told the golden-haired woman, “or it’ll be over my dead body.”  He stared at her fiercely.
 
   Rodge, under his breath this time and eyeing the legs, muttered, “There’d be worse ways to die.”
 
   “Loyal friend,” Dorian murmured.  Her eyes had never left Ari’s, who had secretly thought it rather appropriate that there’d be a Whiteblade here, at the site of all those childhood memories of them…but he hadn’t been expecting this.
 
   “You know me?” he said cautiously, trying not to look too eager.
 
   “Obviously, Ar, if she called you by name,” Rodge began, not one for long, emotive looks or pregnant silences, but the rest of it was cut off as Melkin pushed past him, the big roan sending Rodge and his dumpy pony bouncing out of the way.
 
   “The boy’s not going anywhere,” Melkin reiterated bitingly.  “Especially as disjointed and uncommunicative as you all seem to be—”
 
   “He is a man grown,” she overrode him, with surprising ease.  “The decision is his.”
 
                 Those glorious eyes had never left his and he wished desperately everyone would be quiet or just go away.  There were so many things he wanted to ask her.
 
                 “Where are we going?” he asked, to buy time.  He wasn’t sure it was in his ability to deny her anything, especially if it meant a continuation of this quest—with her company.  But that was before he heard her answer.
 
                 “Zkag.  Our path leads to the Sheelshard,” she said quietly.
 
                 Shocked silence settled over the meadow.  Ari’s fingers tightened convulsively on his reins.
 
                 “You’re not taking him there!” Loren cried, but he couldn’t quite summon enough outrage to cover his surprise.
 
                 “It doesn’t even exist,” Cerise hissed from somewhere in the back.  “It’s just legend.”
 
   “So are the Ivory,” someone reminded her.
 
   “And what possible reason can you have for dragging him into the middle of the Sheel?” Melkin asked coldly.  “Do you really think we’ll just let you talk him into this?”
 
   “Wolfmaster.”  Traive’s voice was firm, the one he used to give commands.  “There is no evil in the Ivory.  If they wish for Ari to accompany them, you may trust there is good reason for it.”
 
   “I don’t trust,” was the snarled response.  “What sort of devilish plan involves a trip to the ’Shard?”
 
   “The only plan belongs to Il,” she said in her crisp, cool voice.  An indefinable air of confidence hovered around her, as if she, too, was used to command.  “All this has come to be by His will alone.  You, and you alone, are needed…very badly,” she said, softer, and looking so deeply at Ari that he felt his toes tingle.
 
   “What about the Empress?” Cerise said waspishly.  She’d pushed Tekkara up closer to the action.  “I thought this was all about her.  She’s wandering around human again, if we’re to believe what you say, so does that mean there isn’t going to be a war?  And if not, then what do you need Ari for?”
 
   “The Empress is no longer a concern.  She will be where she is needed, when she is needed.  And war will come, regardless.  The Peace is over.”
 
   “Then why are you going to the ’Shard?” Banion asked, in a deadly quiet voice that hadn’t even a trace of his normal good humor.
 
   A lightning streak of mischief flashed across her face, and for the first time she looked away from Ari.  “Because it may make a great deal of difference in what kind of war.”
 
   “Lady Dorian,” Traive interceded, his low, calm voice working its usual charm on the ruffled feathers encircling Ari.  “We are loth to let our companion go on alone…”
 
   Cerise snorted.  “That’s one word for it…”
 
   Both of the Whiteblade’s supple brows arched into the beautiful white span of her forehead.  “It is not forbidden that you should accompany him.”  She turned again to lock her gaze on Ari, adding softly.  “Only not necessary.”
 
   There was a split second pause.  “Then I’m going!” Loren said staunchly.
 
   “I, too,” Traive said, looking satisfied.
 
   “Not you,” Melkin growled at him angrily and Dorian spared him a stern glance from her glowing eyes.  
 
   “It is not for you to deny anyone, as it is not for me,” she chided quietly.
 
   “Don’t suppose there’ll be any fighting?” Banion asked, a little wistfully, doubtless thinking of the duties calling him in Merrani.
 
   Because he was staring into her eyes, Ari was probably the only one who saw it, a flicker of some strong emotion that never reached her calm face.  “There will be such a battle as has never before been and will never be again,” she said, low-voiced.
 
   Banion’s face glowed through his hair.  “Oh, aye, well then, the lad shouldn’t be without his friends…I’d say I’m needed more here than at Kane’s side,” he added defensively when Melkin turned to look at him in dark disbelief.
 
   “I’m, uh, I’m not so good with a sword,” Rodge started deprecatingly.  
 
   Cerise interrupted him sarcastically, “Are you going back to the University alone?”
 
   He stared at her.  “YOU’RE going?”
 
   She tossed her head just as her mare did the same.  “I am the Queen’s emissary.  I’m certainly not afraid of ghost stories and a little sand.”
 
   Rodge’s jaw dropped.  “Well, I’m not afraid either!”
 
   “Ari,” Dorian’s persuasive voice murmured under their wrangling.  He swallowed.  She was so beautiful it made his throat hurt.  What she might know about him made his chest hurt.
 
   “Will you answer my questions, Lady Ivory?” he dared, hoping no one had heard him.  There were some private things he’d like to get ironed out without them being shouted about all around the campfire.
 
   “I will answer what I can,” she agreed.
 
   It wasn’t like he had anything to lose, he told himself rationally, while his guts churned with anticipation.  “Then I’ll go.”
 
   Dorian nodded once, slightly, and then with a completely different look on her face, swept the group around him with an all-encompassing sort of glance.  “Know that you have chosen this Way in full knowledge of its dangers,” she warned them.  “Once we start down this trail, it will soon be as dangerous to turn back as it will be to go on.”
 
                 A vague guilt crept through Ari’s conscience.  None of them would be going into this, facing yet more dangers on this long trail, if it wasn’t for him.  He somehow felt not quite right about that.  It was one thing for him…
 
                 “Technically,” Rodge observed, “we’re not really in full knowledge—”
 
                 “Our decision stands,” Melkin snapped, his hostility edged with wariness now.  He was watching her, as if trying to divine her motives.  She stood slim and straight under his gaze, ready as a spear and eyeing them all as if they were the questionable ones in this equation. Her mannish dress, worn, fitted leathers, a loose blouse, and a long hunting knife, she wore with such composure it somehow didn’t seem outlandish at all.
 
                 “Well,” she finally said, “let us make what time we can then.”  And turned smartly away, her long legs making short work of the little meadow.  Traive and Kai both moved out promptly and unquestioningly after her, but for a moment the Northerners all hesitated, looking around at each other rather seriously.
 
                 “If it’s dangerous, maybe…” Ari started.  
 
                 “It’s not like we haven’t been in danger before today,” Banion said blithely.  He was stroking his beard with an anticipatory gleam in his eye.
 
                 “No one is obligated to continue,” Melkin rasped out, looking directly at Rodge.  “Despite what I said.  She’s not in charge here.”
 
                 Rodge, looking woeful, said, “You think we’ll ever get any answers?”
 
   Melkin curled his lip, for once in complete agreement, and after another round of looks, he touched his heels to his horse and led off across the clearing.
 
   All the angst and patent uncertainty of the last day or so might as well have never existed.  They were back in single file, walking down pleasant, sunlight-dappled paths, birds and bees humming around them…the only difference was the statuesque blonde of commanding air that was now in the lead, striding as confidently and rapidly down the path as if she’d been using it every day of her life for years.  There had been, of course, no path out of the clearing when they’d all looked for it, but that didn’t even surprise anyone.  The whole journey was becoming absolutely surreal.  This latest little revelation especially.
 
   They’d just been told the entire reason for their trials and wanderings and heightening sense of anxiety over the past few months …didn’t even exist.  Who knew how long the Statue had been ‘gone,’ as she put it?  And, all biological issues with that concept aside, what did it mean?
 
   And why in all the Realms were they going to the Sheelshard?
 
   No one could deny the sense of expectation, though, now.  It was impossible not to feel like they’d accomplished at least part of their goal, and now there was a Whiteblade—hopefully one who knew what was going on—attached to their party.  And an even more definite goal ahead of them.  
 
   The sun and the moon stared at each other that twilight, the sky a radiance of pink and blue and white trails of clouds.  They got to see it all, because they were still in the saddle.  Rodge had just asked bitingly if they were going to sleep there, too, when the column came to a halt in a cleared spot on the trail.  Kai and Dorian were talking quietly together when Ari dismounted, and he felt a flash of jealousy.  What he’d give for a nice, quiet, so-tell-me-my-life-story moment with her.
 
   They were all pretty efficient at trail duties by now—even Rodge could gather a mean armful of kindling—which was fortunate, as it was so dark everything had to be done by feel.    But the camp was definitely different with that presence there.  There was something strange, almost mystical, about her when you were on the ground with her, in the moonlight, with those uncanny eyes seeming to know everything you were thinking.
 
   But she sat with them companionably enough, graciously accepting trail food from Traive, and once their ravenous appetites had been beaten into submission, the conversation started.  Perhaps, more accurately, one should say the inquisition.
 
   “Are you going to tell us what happened?” Melkin asked, his eyes boring into her calm ones.  Traive frowned at him, to no discernible effect.
 
   She finished chewing, imperturbable, and said, “I assume you are speaking of the Empress?”  Nobody answered, but a rather palpable resentment flared from several pairs of eyes at this reminder of the trick pulled on them.  In the firelight, her golden hair and eyes glinted with light, the perfect skin of her face a soft gleam.
 
   “A little over five hundred years ago, the Empress captured Raemon at the Battle of Montmorency—this much you know from the Addahite Shepherd,” she began, and was immediately interrupted.
 
   Cerise demanded suspiciously, “How do you know we talked to a Shepherd?”
 
   One of Dorian’s slender brows arched toward her hairline.  “There is much I know.  Do you want to hear it?”
 
   “Let her talk,” Melkin growled, though the possibility of finally having things explained mellowed his usual savagery remarkably.
 
   “What happened on that battlefield was a surprise to everyone but Il.  We had been warned that something would be different at this encounter, and indeed it almost had to be.  This was the last stand of the Realms, for they had been defeated and overrun on almost every front.  When the body of the Empress began to turn to stone, she was in the process of drawing Raemon’s power—not on purpose,” she added wryly.  “He was somehow drawn into the transformation with her…and that is all we know of it.  Even the Empress, who lived through it, cannot tell us more.”
 
   “Then how did you know the Statue would bring peace for Five Hundred years?” Banion asked, as if he’d caught her in a slip.
 
   She looked at him, then slowly at the rest of them, as if weighing whether or not she should tell them.  Finally, she said, “A Shepherd came to our camp a couple of nights before the Battle.  He had with him one of their Battle Horns, and in the course of the conversation it was revealed that that horn had been around five hundred years.  It was last blown at Ramshead, when a small force of five hundred of the Ranks had driven a huge assault force off the beach.  The Horn was fissured, of course, and could no longer be blown, but it was still carried for sentimental reasons.”
 
   She paused, glancing around at the blank faces, most of them not following this trail of evidence at all.   
 
   “At Montmorency, it sounded again, a call to arms as the Empress and Raemon were being transformed.”
 
   “You said it couldn’t be blown,” Loren said, confused.
 
   “Yes,” she said with a patience they would all come to know very well.  “That’s why we felt it was significant.”
 
   A profound silence, rich with unsaid comments, suffused the group.  It was difficult to know where to begin, several of them felt, breaking such nonsense into bits that could be dealt with.  And there was something a little intimidating about Dorian’s vast self-composure, her utter confidence, that made the silence stretch on for a minute.  It would be unrealistic, however, to expect her little tale to pass completely without comment.
 
     Delicately, Cerise asked, “You were there, I suppose.  Saw all this for, er, yourself.”
 
   “No,” Dorian averred, and a quick flash of triumph swept across Cerise’s face.  “The Followers had split their camp, supporting different flanks of the attack.”
 
   “Who are the Followers?” Rodge asked absently, not having been paying too much attention the past months.
 
   “They are,” Banion grunted exasperatedly.
 
   “But,” Ari protested, feeling like they were getting off subject, “how did you KNOW?”
 
   She shrugged liquidly.  “That is the way Il works.  Such knowledge is His to give.”  
 
   “You told an entire warring world they’d have centuries of peace based off a stream of coincidences and a highly unlikely event that you didn’t even witness?”  Melkin summarized with barely suppressed acrimony.
 
   She looked at him steadily.  “Il is not a man, who comes to us in person and sits down for conversations.  His Ways are not ours.  Before you came to know the woods, did a scuff of dirt or an overturned leaf mean anything to you?  No, they were nothing but part of the scenery.  But after you could read the signs of the wild, you could say clearly that an animal had passed here or a wolf made its kill there.  Like the forest, Il is not a book to be read, whose pages can be flipped and whose purpose is to answer the questions of His creations.  He becomes known through His ways, and by the grace He imparts.”
 
   Who knows how long the stare-down between her and Melkin may have gone on if Banion hadn’t asked, “What happened to the Statue after the, uh, transformation?”
 
   “For a while she stood in the Palace courtyard at Archemounte, guarded closely, but as the centuries wore on, the memories wore off, and she was moved into a side yard in the Western Gardens.  We took her from there, bringing her back to southern Cyrrh and hoping the secrecy of the jungles and forests would serve as better protection than all the publicized pretensions of the Realms.”
 
   “What would have happened if the Sheelmen got to her?” Melkin asked.  Dorian, to everyone’s further amazement, shrugged.  “We don’t know.”
 
   Eyebrows went up around the fire.  “We chased that Statue all over the Realms like the waters were coming in from the Eastern Sea—for no reason?”  Melkin said, low and tight.
 
   “I didn’t say there was no danger.  I doubt the Tarq would have destroyed the Statue with the risk of destroying Raemon with it, but for them to be in possession of it would have been grave enough.  That means the Empress would have awoken….in their hands.  Besides, your sense of urgency brought you here with extraordinary timing.”
 
   “How long has she not been a statue?”  Banion asked in a resigned sort of sarcasm.
 
   “Quite some time,” was the poised and unapologetic answer.
 
   As they readied slowly to bed down that night, Rodge admitted, “I’m not sure things are all that much clearer, now that we know everything.”
 
   “It’s ridiculous,” Cerise half-hissed.  “This elaborate deception and over-involved storyline to explain what I’m SURE is a reasonable explanation for five hundred years of no conflict—one that doesn’t involve broken horns and teenage girls out saving the world.  Something a little unwholesome about a bunch of girls hanging out together…”
 
   “Let them play their roles,” Loren chided her mildly.  “You can’t tell me there’s anything unwholesome about Dorian, or that one we met in Merrani—”
 
   “Adama,” Ari supplied absently.  He was wondering how to get Dorian alone.  Maybe if he offered her his cloak to sleep on…
 
   “Adama,” Loren said easily.  “They ooze goodness…”
 
   “They’re not painful to look at, either,” Rodge added, and he and Loren exchanged contented glances.
 
   Dorian was nowhere about, and Ari finally, reluctantly, turned in.  She had informed them all that there was no reason to post guard shifts, and Kai, tellingly, had bedded down with the rest of them, an almost unprecedented event.  So perhaps she was standing guard.  Traveling through the jungle, Ari had missed the thick padding of the greatcloak to sleep on, but he would have gladly given up a pile of down mattresses for a chance to ask a few questions of that Whiteblade.
 
      It was pitch black when Ari opened bleary eyes the next morning, wondering for a minute what had woken him.  What with the late night, they’d barely been asleep even a few hours.  Then the soft sound of voices and rattle of pans over the fire made him sit up in surprise.  
 
   Dorian had not left them.  She was sitting, uncompromisingly beautiful this early in the morning, fussing with the fire.  Kai and Traive were both with her, murmuring, and as Ari watched, Melkin rose and joined them.  He threw off the corner of cloak he’d been laying under and rushed, without much grace, to join them.
 
   “Ari,” Dorian greeted him quietly, looking squarely into his eyes as he hurried up.  Without a lot of social dexterity, he blurted, “Why are the Asps after me—us?”  
 
   She raised one of those exquisite brows.  “You don’t believe in waking up slowly, do you?”
 
   He flushed, mumbling an apology, realizing he’d probably interrupted other conversations.  But Traive flashed him a grin, and even Melkin didn’t say anything, perhaps out of self-interest.  Melkin could forgive a lot for a few answers.
 
   She moved back a little as Traive began with breakfast, but, to her credit, didn’t try to avoid the question.  “The White Asps are mercenaries—to think they are personally interested in you or your activities is almost without doubt inaccurate.”
 
   “Then who’s hiring them?” Melkin demanded, his low voice even more gravelly after a night’s sleep.
 
   She hesitated.  “We are not completely certain.  They are being paid quite well, though,” she said at length, “which explains why they’ve been so conscientious in their pursuit of you.”  
 
   “They are after me, aren’t they?” Ari asked quietly.  In the face of her obvious interest in him and her matter-of-fact tone, it didn’t seem so ridiculous to say it out loud.  None of the men around the fire thought so either, their eyes all glancing over to the goldenesque creature sharing their fire, waiting for confirmation.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “We don’t know for sure,” she said again.
 
   “For women willing to forecast a lengthy world peace on the strength of a hunch, I would think you could go out on a limb and make a guess here,” Melkin observed acidly.
 
   “We don’t know,” she repeated, serene as ever.  “We do not have a script.”
 
   There was so much more he wanted to ask, but not in front of anybody.  And the rest of the party was stirring, wandering over to the fire with various expressions of befuddlement.  Rodge observed the sun wasn’t even up yet, to which Loren replied in a cracking voice of affected cheer that they were and wasn’t that the best way to start the day (with an ingratiating smile at their hostess)?  The resulting argument lasted well into mid-day, and whenever the trail widened, Ari moved as far up the column away from them as he could.  There was a great jockeying to be up front, however, where Dorian strode trim and tireless just behind the close-scouting Dra, so he couldn’t usually get very far.
 
   It was a long, long day.  Dorian pushed them harder and longer than Melkin, or even Traive in his rush to get through the Torques, ever had.  They had lunch in the saddle and didn’t leave them until well after dark again.  Had they not been so conditioned already by the weeks of travel, they all would have been in deep hurt.
 
   There was hardly any conversation that night.  Melkin asked with a marked lack of sweetness where exactly their trail led, to which Dorian responded, “Straight south, into the Tamarisks and then along their length.  The Sheelshard lies just east of them, but one hard day’s ride.”
 
   Which made the majority of them wonder if she counted their current traveling routine as “hard,” or if it had to be more taxing to really qualify as difficult.
 
   “Straight south of here,” Melkin repeated with narrowing eyes, “takes us right through the Swamps.”  His glance met Traive’s quiet one across the fire.
 
   She looked at him steadily.  “That is the route Ari and I must take.  Your way is your own.”  
 
   Banion and the young Northerners exchanged disheartened looks.  Without even knowing what the Swamps entailed, it didn’t sound very promising.
 
   “I don’t do well in overly moist environments,” Rodge mentioned, pained.
 
   Dorian gave him an unimpressed look.  “Do you mold?”
 
   Loren and Ari burst out laughing—which hadn’t happened in so long that Ari went to bed feeling better than he had in weeks.
 
   By their second full day on the trail with Dorian, the novelty of the adventure was wearing thin.  They were all saddle sore and exhausted, the answers had dried up, and they were headed right to the heart of Enemy territory without any idea why or what they were going to do when they got there.  Even Ari, as enamored as he was with Whiteblades, was not feeling particularly enthusiastic.  He still hadn’t had a single moment alone with her; she hung like a topaz jewel, shining just out of reach.
 
   They had all begun to scrounge around in their saddlebags for trail food in the late morning, resigned to another endless day on horseback, when the column came to a stop.  Inquisitive, hoping for something to break the monotony—like a lunch break—they all pushed up curiously to see what was going on. 
 
   Dorian was staring moodily into the forest ahead of them, which looked exactly like the boring scenery they’d been passing through for almost a week now.  Then Rodge wrinkled his nose.
 
   “What’s that smell?”
 
   Traive pointed wordlessly to the trail immediately inside the next patch of trees.  A thick, blackish mud puddle lay there in a wallow, the edges slimed with a greenish crust.  Beyond it, the trail looked normal, but it grew darker, as if the trees were thickening beyond.  The boys and Cerise looked at each other in uncomfortable silence.
 
   Dorian turned, looking west as if for an optional route, and Ari jerked, startled.  There, out of nowhere, without even a whisper to herald her coming, stood a woman.  
 
   Rodge, no slacker when it came to situational awareness, said, “Hey, there’s another one.”  Unlike fair-skinned Dorian, this one was deeply tanned, with a wealth of fine, crinkly brown hair done into small braids at her temples.  And unlike Dorian, she was loaded with weapons:  a sword, a hunting knife, four daggers in boot sheaths, axes across her back, a bulging quiver, and a hunting bow in one hand.
 
   She glided up to Dorian, graceful as a dancer, and the blonde asked her a low, inaudible question.  They all heard her answer, though, staring at her as intently as they were.
 
   “No sign,” she said, with a slight shake of her brown head.  The long hair danced around her in a cloud, as if it had a life of its own.
 
   “How are our flanks?”
 
   “Some of them are rather nice,” Rodge said, and Cerise shot him a dark look.  He patted his dumpy pony in innocent explanation.  After the fruitful pickings of Lirralhisa, these last weeks with Cerise as the only feminine company had seemed especially hard to the boys.
 
   “Quiet so far,” the girl answered.  “All the interesting stuff is ahead.”  She had a rich, velvety voice and a very…still face.  She glanced at them all, then back to Dorian with a look of disbelief, before melting back into the bushes the same way she’d come out—imperceptibly.
 
   That one full-on glance had them all surprised enough they didn’t pay much attention to her leave-taking.  Beautiful brown eyes…a perfect oval of expressionless face…
 
   “What do you call a Dra woman?”  Loren asked, stunned, of no one in particular.  It was rare enough to see Drae in the Empire.  You never, ever, saw their women.
 
   Kai didn’t bother to respond, circling the mud puddle waiting ahead of them and trotting down the trail.
 
   “A Draina,” Banion answered, sounding a little surprised himself.  He glanced blankly at Melkin, continuing as if his mind were on other things, “though it’s a term usually reserved for the mate of the Dra.”
 
   A Dra.  Ari’s mind raced as they all continued on, the horses’ hooves churning up a terrible smell as they plunked through the mud puddle.  What else had he forgotten from the Book of Ivory?  
 
   As the hours passed, the surroundings began to subtly change.  The dirt of the trail darkened and thickened into a pasty mud wherever there was a spot of low ground.  That nasty smell began to seep into the atmosphere, the rare breezes bringing strong, distasteful puffs of it.  The air, which had been the perfect warm weather of late summer, turned warmer, moister, thicker, and the breezes brought barely any relief from its humidity.  The woods were full of strange trees that Ari had never seen before, with thick grey trunks and low branches that kept them all ducking.  Or, in Rodge’s case, with a constant headache.
 
   They camped that night with their backs up against a splayed pile of big boulders, a little rivulet of fresh water allowing them to refill flaccid waterskins and wash up a little.  It was the first time since Dorian had joined them that they had stopped before full dark, and everyone could feel the gloom settle in like a physical thing as the light faded.  Even the Jungle, at its densest and most terrifying, had not had this same sense of …oppressiveness to it.
 
   They gathered close around the fire as Loren did his best to make some kind of dinner, and the mess in the skillet made Ari think longingly of Selah.  She’d been a renewed ache on his mind since his little trial of prayer, though it was becoming harder to imagine her ever catching up with them now.  Of all her wonderful attributes, cooking had been right up there with the best of them.
 
   He wasn’t the only one thinking of female companionship.  Rodge casually asked, as soon as Dorian had seated herself (Traive had brought his saddle for her, which made Ari want to kick himself for not thinking of it first), “So, who was that woman we met on the trail today?”
 
   “Vashti,” Dorian answered, shooting him a knowing glance.
 
   They all waited politely for her to go on, but Rodge, eventually feeling she needed encouragement, prodded her, “She’s a Dra?”
 
   “She was.”
 
   The boys exchanged glances.  “What is she now?”
 
   “A Follower.”  
 
   Cerise rolled her eyes.
 
   Melkin, feeling perhaps this wasn’t going anywhere—or at least nowhere he was interested in—changed topics.  “What do we do once we reach the Sheelshard?” he asked bluntly.
 
   “Nothing.”  Dorian looked at him sternly.  “It is imperative that you stay out of the way, both for your own sakes and for the success of the mission.”
 
   “And what exactly is our mission?” he growled, leaning toward her.  There were times he seemed truly wild, as if any civility were only a nod to social convention; his grey eyes gleamed yellowish in the small cook fire, his lips were drawn back from his teeth.      
 
   As composed as ever, she merely looked gravely back at him.  “The less you know of that, the better.  If the Sheelmen catch you, they will kill you.  If they think you know something, they will torture you until you’ll wish they had.”
 
   The fire went very quiet.  Rodge looked horrified.  It was one thing to be told there was danger ahead; it was quite another to be handed a nice specific example of what dropping in on Zkag might actually entail.  Ari, feeling worse than ever, exchanged serious looks with Loren.  What had he done?  None of his friends would be here if he hadn’t agreed to come.  Was he going to feel this horrible sense of responsibility for them all until this was over?
 
   “The First Mage of Merrani,” Banion began in his slow rumble, apparently not much disturbed by thoughts of torture, “prophesied Raemon would return so powerful that he would destroy the gods.  Can we stop him?”
 
   Dorian fixed her glowing eyes on his big, hairy face, her own suddenly still.  She usually looked at all of them but Ari as if they were uninteresting children, to be tolerated and tended.  One of the kids had accidentally stumbled onto something worth notice, apparently.  
 
   “It is impossible for the gods to destroy each other,” she said quietly.  “No matter how powerful Raemon is—and he has not gotten any more so while being time-locked with the Empress—they have an elaborate system of protections in place to prevent such a thing.”
 
   “Mmm,” Banion grunted.  “Thought he was a little loopy anyway.”
 
   But Dorian was not so quick to dismiss it.  She continued to look thoughtfully at the Merranic, eyes so golden in the firelight they could hardly be called brown.  “Perraneus’s death was most…unusual,” she mused.
 
   By now it didn’t even occur to anybody to wonder—let alone ask—how she managed to come by that knowledge, and Banion, shrugging, said, “Vangoth isn’t one to mince words.”
 
   “No,” she agreed wryly.  “His choice of violence as his preferred problem-solving tactic is not one of his more endearing traits.  However, he at least reserves these drastic kinds of penal measures for cases he feels are truly a threat…”
 
   Banion and Melkin looked at each other, and Melkin asked slowly, “You’re saying…the Mage wasn’t just crazy?  You think he was on to something?”
 
   “Evidence would suggest it…” she said.  “If he was foretelling Raemon’s return with a blaze of power that would make him, finally, supreme over the other gods…well, that would be the sort of thing he would hear from Raemon.”  She looked at them both now, very directly.  “There’s no chance he could have been under his influence, is there?”
 
   “Under his influence!?” Melkin snarled, looking like he was going to leap for her throat.  Ari stopped with his fork halfway to his mouth at the vehemence—until he remembered Perraneus had once been Melkin’s friend.  And then he remembered something else.
 
   “There was that box,” he said slowly.  Melkin turned livid eyes on him, but he had Dorian’s interest, too.  Narrowing her eyes, she said quietly and very distinctly, “What box?”
 
   He described it as best as he could, that box with the red stone on Perraneus’s desk in the cluttered tower, straining to remember the physical details.  It was mostly the feel of it that had struck him, an oily sort of smear on his mind.  Melkin, calming down after a minute, remembered it, too, much better than Ari.
 
   And Dorian, when they had finished, said like one of the boulders around them suddenly dropping into their midst, “That sounds like one of Raemon’s trieles.”  Mouths fell open.  Loren said, awed, “I didn’t even know he had trieles,” at the same time that Cerise echoed in disbelief, “Trieles!”
 
   “Explain,” Melkin said tightly.  “How could there be a triele of Raemon’s in Merrani—without Vangoth knowing about it?”
 
   “Perhaps he did,” Banion suggested thoughtfully, glancing at Dorian.  
 
   She nodded at him and said, “The gods of the other Realms keep their trieles close: The Rainbow Scepter of the North, the Lance and the Gate of the Sea in Merrani, the main Torque Gates in Cyrrh, plus all the Trieles themselves in the Temple, the Forges, and the Skypalace.  Raemon is different.  His Triele lies in the Hall of Sacrifices at Zkag, but the rest of them are scattered as far as he can spread them.  It has been so since he first left Ethlond, for his purpose is different.  He is not on the defensive, trying to protect his people from the scourge of the Enemy; he is the Enemy, trying to seed his evil across the Realms.”
 
   There was something affecting about that quiet, rich, sure voice, something that made silence seep into the little group around the campfire.  They had seen a triele of the Ruby god.  It made it somehow more real, more possible.  It was easy to think of Raemon in an intellectual sense—everyone knew there were four gods.  You learned it at your mother’s knee.  But it was very different than dwelling on the idea of his presence, of his being evil, of his being the leader, the director, the whole reason behind the creation of, the Enemy.
 
   Dorian turned her head and said into empty air, “Scholar.”  Surrounded by the pressing weight of the gloomy forest and by dark thoughts of Raemon, more than one of them jumped when a young woman materialized out of the gloom.
 
   Ignoring the surprise this engendered, Dorian asked her thoughtfully, “What happened to the Coffer of Gkri?”
 
   The young woman looked at her just as thoughtfully out of light-colored eyes, shaking very fine, pale hair off her face.  She rested her bow—she was packed with weapons, too—on the ground and said, as if concentrating, “I know the Faracens had found it, and were bent on destroying it…but I think it was lost—taken, I’m sure—before they got around to it.”  Despite the fact that her boots were muddied with the dark, slimy stuff they’d been walking through all day, her fitted leathers stained from the wilds, she seemed enveloped with a sense of cleanliness, a brightness that had nothing to do with dingy clothes or mussed hair. Rodge and Loren, radiating approval at the sight of more females, inconspicuously craned their heads around to see if the other one had come with her.
 
   “The First Mage of Merrani may have had it.”  Dorian indicated the group around the fire with her chin.  “They describe it almost exactly, as a box they’d seen in his chambers.”  
 
   The Whiteblade looked over at them.  She was younger than Dorian, and had an up-tilted nose and an air of mischief sparkling about her, even when she was serious.  “That’s not good, but there’s nothing we can do about it.”
 
   Dorian looked at her, considering, “It’s a hard two to three week ride…”
 
   The pale eyebrows rose on the new one’s face.  “Each way!” she said, considerably more expressive than the dignified blonde she was addressing. For a moment she stared, then elaborated, “Dor, we are stood to!  Would you stand us down to go chasing after Raemon’s toys?”
 
   “They’re hardly toys,” Dorian said quellingly.  The Northerners looked between the two, fascinated.
 
   “We don’t even have the horses, yet!”  
 
   For the first time any of them could remember seeing it, a flash of irritation crossed Dorian’s well-controlled countenance.   “Where are those horses?”
 
   “At least a week out.”  
 
   The two went quiet, Dorian deep in thought.  Finally she looked up and said quietly: “Oratrix.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
   It wasn’t a very restful night, despite their weariness.  Like their first night in the jungle, where every sound startled them awake, they tossed fitfully in their blankets.  There was an almost sepulchral silence, the normal nocturnal sounds nonexistent, like the cheerlessness of the place had run out all the animal life.  
 
   Grumpy and ill-tempered, they were just mounting up the next morning when the clear young voice of last night’s Whiteblade came across their campsite:  “She should be in by tonight.”  Heads picked up interestedly, eyeing the morning version of last night’s vision.
 
   Dorian nodded in acknowledgement and strode out of the clearing, leading off into another unknown day.  Only Kai followed her, though…everyone else paused, trapped by curiosity as the little blonde continued to stand there.  She only had eyes for Ari, for her part, shooting him a smile like pure sunshine.  Her eyes were all blue and green and gold, like summer sky and spring grass and sunshine all mixed together.  And full of laughter.
 
   “I’m Jordan,” she said conspiratorially.  “You probably don’t remember me…but we’ll talk more later…”  Ari stared at her, oblivious of the darts of envy from his friends, windows slamming open in his mind, memories flooding in.  He did remember, suddenly, with that one look right into his eyes.  He remembered playing tag, being tossed in the air, meals and bowing his head to pray, being tucked into bed at night…and laughter.  Always, smiles and laughter.  He sat there, stunned by the rush of images and feelings and afraid to move lest he lose that frolicking sense of happiness.  
 
   She slipped back into the woods.  Most of the rest of the party, shooting him a last look, followed Dorian, and he was left sitting there, staring at the empty spot where she’d been.
 
   He was vaguely aware he had a stupid grin on his face.  “She used to tickle me,” he said faintly.  Traive, the only one left in the clearing by now, nodded as if that was the most natural thing in the world to say.  
 
   “You’re a lucky man, Ari.”
 
   That magical feeling didn’t last long.  The forest around them grew steadily darker and danker and more dangerous.  The trail lost all trace of packed dirt, becoming a variable thickness of mud, sometimes so deep and strong that the horses stumbled, anxiously yanking their hooves out of its sucking clasp as their momentum propelled them forward.  Strange cries and calls had made them nervous already, and their riders grew more and more on edge the more the horses started and shied.
 
   The big, grey trees had roots sticking up in knees now above ground, and dark, foul-smelling pools of water appeared on either side of the trail.  The scraggly, soggy underbrush was thinning, and once it gave way completely for almost a hundred yards, revealing an endless series of dark trees and darker pools for as far as the eye could see.  It was a haunting, grey-shrouded landscape, the color leeched out along with everything else normal about a forest.  Midmorning, they all about jumped out of their skins when an enormous black heron lifted up out of the water right next to the trail, winging his ghostly way through the gloom.
 
   The day seemed interminable in the unchanging landscape, and there was no lessening or firming of the viscous, foul-smelling mud.  It grew increasingly more pervasive, until it seemed a minor miracle to find a spot of solid ground big enough to camp that night.  Dorian, who’d been the only Whiteblade they’d seen since that morning, led them unerringly to it.  And in the center of the precious raised hump of dry earth, tending a blessedly cheerful campfire, was Adama.  
 
    “The Whiteblade from Merrani,” Loren said in surprise.
 
   “Oratrix,” Dorian said formally as they walked up, and the girl rose, crossing to greet her.  She was just as Ari remembered.  Tight coppery curls, face freckled, eyes full of light and mischief.  Not wanting to miss anything, he dismounted hurriedly, and found everyone else crowding in close with apparently the same idea.
 
   They were speaking quietly, but the travelers caught Adama’s comment at the end.
 
   “But it won’t matter,” she was saying in her strong voice.  “If we succeed, it will be irrelevant, and if we don’t…well, there’ll be a lot more loose ends than just a Coffer of Souls out there floating around.”  Dorian nodded slowly and Adama’s gaze left her face to sweep over the little crowd around them.
 
   She glanced back at Dorian with the same look Vashti had given her.  “All of them?” she asked in an undertone.  She got a shrug for an answer.  “They wanted to come.”
 
   She turned back to them, pasting on a bright smile.  “Well, dinner’s almost ready.”
 
   It was the best they’d had since their fresh chicken almost a week ago, but no one paid it much mind.  Adama sat with them for a few minutes, her conversation so much more engaging and playful than the austere flow of information presented by Dorian that they pushed aside the fatigue and vague sense of depression and pursued the exchange of information.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell us any of this in Merrani?” Melkin asked her accusingly. He had not shown himself to be as charmed by her conversation as the boys.  She spread her graceful hands.
 
   “What shall I say, Wolfmaster?  That you would not have believed me?  That I should have told you that you had to be in Cyrrh regardless of where the Statue was?  That I should have said you must continue on a difficult and dangerous journey in which you hardly believe even with a reason?”
 
   “So you manipulated us to get us here?” he said flatly.
 
   “I told you the truth,” she shot back unhesitatingly.  “That your answers lay in Cyrrh.  Are you any happier for the knowing of them?  Would you have pushed on as hard if you had known everything up front?  The Paths of Il are not the paths of men.  There were things you all had to go through before you got here, things that have changed you.”  The twinkling amber eyes glanced briefly into Ari’s.  “There is just no sense in crying about it now.”
 
   “CRYING about it?!  Crying?!  We’ve faced untold dangers, hardship, ambush, deadly beasts, poisonous plants, obstuctionist kings, all in a desperate search for an object that didn’t exist and wasn’t important even if it did—sped along our path,” he almost spit it out, “by the machinations of a bunch of meddlesome, arrogant females that think they have the answers to everything under the sun—and you blame me for wanting to know what was going through your brainless skulls?”  He was seething, eyes snapping, stew forgotten on his plate.
 
   “You misunderstand,” she said placatingly.  “I do not blame you for asking; it is your refusal to give up the subject that is so senseless.  You will not admit that there are forces greater than your own will at work here.”  She smiled pleasantly.
 
   Melkin, whom the Northerners were afraid would have a seizure, he looked so apoplectic, fumed, “Would you rest as easy if it weren’t you and your twisted cohorts moving all the pieces around on this game board?!”
 
   “My dear Wolfmaster,” she affected surprise.  “You forget, I am a Follower.  I have happily submitted to the Will of Il for centuries.  Neither I nor my twisted cohorts are in charge of anything.”  She looked at him wide-eyed and he, utterly disgusted, went wordlessly back to his dinner, shoving the stew in with such vengeance that Rodge whispered, “It’s already been killed.”
 
   Cerise, unable to let this pass, said with her own air of innocence, “And just how old are you, exactly?”
 
   Adama frowned, thinking.  “Mmm.  Fifty, carry the one,” she murmured, working at it for several seconds before finally announcing with a faint sense of accomplishment, “Nine hundred and eighty seven.”
 
   “Don’t believe her,” Jordan called invisibly from the perimeter of the camp.  “She always forgets that year imprisoned at Czagaroth.”
 
   Adama snapped her fingers.  “Nine eighty-eight,” she corrected.
 
   There was a moment of pregnant silence, then Cerise asked with quiet scorn, “Do you really expect us to believe that?  That you’re almost a thousand years old?”  
 
   Adama looked at her with huge, serious eyes, the reddish freckles seeming to dance over her pale skin in the flickering light.
 
   “No.”
 
   She slipped a wink at Traive.  “If you cannot believe in gryphons or centaurs, I would hardly expect you to embrace the idea of divinely extended longevity.”
 
   “’Dama,” Dorian said in firm warning.
 
   Adama gazed at them, unrepentant.  “How is steel sharpened if it is never challenged with a whetstone?” she asked, low and enigmatic.  Melkin and Cerise both gave her notably hostile looks in return.  
 
   “A blade beaten on river rocks can lose its edge forever,” Dorian answered dryly.  “Perhaps you should join the guard roster,” she added, in a voice that made it clear it was not a suggestion.  
 
    Melkin stalked off to his blankets, which weren’t very far in their tiny camp, and soon everyone followed.  And Ari, glancing around in excited disbelief as Dorian also rose, realized his chance may have come.  He dashed after her as she headed out of their small area, running up to her and gushing out in a whisper, “Why did you take me from the Tarq and raise me like a Realmsman?  Why didn’t you tell me I had Enemy blood?”
 
     She turned to fix her glowing, calm eyes on him, unperturbed by all his intensity.  “You were brought to us,” she answered quietly.  “And you were far too young when you left us to understand such empty classifications.”
 
   “Brought by whom?” he asked, wonderingly, hardly daring to believe he was at last discovering who he was.
 
   “By Il,” her voice dropped, so that the words seemed to shiver through his breastbone.
 
   He stared.  Like, physically by Il?  What did she mean?  “That is why you made me Illian?”
 
   In the dim, flickering gloom at the edge of the campfire’s light, he thought he saw one of her brows twitch.  But her voice was quite prosaic when she answered, “Il is not a collar, Ari, that someone can put on you or take off.  He is a God that is part of your soul—the best part.  You can either ignore that and live a life of senseless, searching selfishness, or embrace it and know the utter freedom of redemption and love—” 
 
   “Uh, excuse me,” Rodge said ingratiatingly at their elbows.  “I noticed you were still here, and I, uh, well I was wondering if you know about any plants for bug-bites.  I’ve got this really nasty one, right here…”
 
   He literally faded into the background.  Ari had no idea what he was saying, he just knew that Dorian gave him one last, deep look out of her luminous eyes, and turned away.
 
   He didn’t sleep any better that night.  It had been a draining day—the Swamps seemed to suck energy out of you, but you didn’t wake up feeling particularly rested.  Especially if you had a tortured and murky past you were trying to make some sort of sense of.
 
   It got worse before it got better.  The trail virtually disappeared under a thin layer of water the next day, and mist lay heavily, obscuring vision for more than a couple of yards.  A few lanky, mud-spattered ferns uninterested in photosynthesis were all that was left of the underbrush, growing limply in spots here and there around the base of knobby trees.  Tattered vines and great sweeps of a blackish, gauzy plant draped almost everything in sight.  A tangled net of the stuff disgorged a whole shrilling mass of bats early in the day and Cerise screamed, the echoes fading hauntingly off into the grey distance.
 
   How Dorian knew where the path was—if there was one—Ari didn’t know, but they’d only been on the trail a few hours when she turned to face them, saying soberly, “You’d better clean off the horses.  There isn’t much grass here for them to begin with, and those leeches will just draw more energy out of them.”  
 
   Glancing down at the horses’ feet, the party saw their pasterns and fetlocks were covered with black globs.  There was more than one exclamation of revulsion as everyone rushed to dismount and get the things off.  Traive’s white mare was grey with mud, and Tekkara’s flashy white stockings were filthy, but they looked even worse with blood dribbling down onto their hooves after the leeches were removed.
 
   They continued on.
 
   They had to repeat the process every couple of hours, whenever they came to a spot of higher ground, and they had just remounted and headed off again when suddenly Kai plunged in almost to his waist ahead of them.  You would have thought from his face that he’d simply walked into the next room.  Calmly, searching for firm ground as he came out, he explored until he’d found a path that had him in water mid-calf.
 
   Dorian nodded, striding onto the ridge he’d found, and they all moved reluctantly into line to follow.  Most of them were across when the horses began to nicker nervously.  Their heads began to toss and eyes to roll.  Tekkara pranced fretfully in her temperamental way, side-stepping herself right into the deeper part of the pool.
 
   “This is not the place to dally,” Dorian warned, coming back quickly.
 
   Cerise, a look of disgust on her face, was trying expertly to coax the mare up out of the deeper water when suddenly the horse screamed, throwing her head frantically and lunging up the bank.  The other horses were obviously frightened, too, and Ari felt cold fingers of dread creep around his collar.
 
   “Look!” Rodge shouted, pointing deeper back into the pool, where the water was rippling madly.  The ripples were heading right toward the two in deep water, and whatever was causing them was moving fast. Several people began to yell, urging Cerise out.  Tekkara had pawed herself into an even deeper hole and Cerise was so low in the water now that her legs were covered to her knees, black, gooey water sloshing up into her lap.  She had seen the ripples.
 
   Then, the water parted here and there, revealing a water serpent the diameter of Ari’s leg, propelling itself through the pool so fast that Ari realized the two were never going to be able to get out before it reached them. 
 
   “Cerise!” Ari yelled, adding his desperate warning to everybody else’s, and Dorian’s voice cut sharply across the din in a freezing command, “Stay out of the deep water!” as he nudged his gelding instinctively toward the two trapped in the pool.
 
   Cerise herself was screaming, white face turning in panic from the snake to her horse, then back to the oncoming monster.  Tekkara, half-maddened with fright, could not get enough purchase in the slippery mud to get back up on the ridge of firmer ground. The whole pool for yards back into the trees was roiling now, whether because there was more than one snake or, terrifyingly, because this one was so big.  A quick, frantic look showed segments of grey-green coils surfacing out of the water as far back in the gloom as the eyes could see, a seething mass of undulating, perpetual waves.   
 
   Suddenly, there were Whiteblades everywhere.  Bows snapped and arrows sang so fast it seemed like the trees themselves were firing.  The snake blossomed with arrows, the water turned reddish with blood from dozens of wounds…but it still sped on, not even slowing, bristling like a porcupine.  Tekkara had lost her mind, whirling Cerise around in a circle as she plunged madly in an attempt to escape the horror hurtling towards her.  Barely two yards from the mare, the snake’s triangular head erupted from the oily black water, big as Banion’s outstretched hand, mouth yawning open in a silent song of horror. There was a sick, lethal kind of beauty to it, that sleek-scaled face, the curved fangs almost a foot long, the slit pupil of its eye gleaming with a dead, intent light.  Ari had time to study it at length, it as it made gratuitous entrances into his dreams for the next several nights. 
 
   Cerise, barely hanging on in the churning water, saw the open mouth and screamed with such terror that it pierced Ari’s heart to the quick.  For years, whenever a woman screamed, the picture in front of him now blazed into his mind, the sound the essence of every unthinking fear of every diabolic happening of their journey.
 
     It was the worst nightmare Ari had ever been awake for.  And though it was happening at what seemed like the speed of light, time seemed to slow.  So clearly that it might as well have already happened, they all could see the inevitable assault, that point when the water snake would reach either Cerise or the mare.  Some of the Whiteblades had waded in, rushing toward it and still firing, but it was as if the serpent was propelled by evil itself, an invincible speed denying the laws of physics, unswerving and implacable.  Kai, too, ignored Dorian’s warning and plunged back into the pool.  He reached Tekkara just as the snake did.  Momentarily protected from it by the mare’s pivoting body, he reached up and grabbed Cerise, paralyzed by her terror despite the hysterical screams.  He yanked her off the mare just as the hideous thing rose up and struck—sinking the entire length of its fangs into the floundering neck of the mare.
 
   Someone threw a beautifully aimed axe at that exposed head, biting deep into the snake’s body just behind it.  Immediately, it gave a great spasm, releasing its hold and wallowing around in a tidal wave of slopping black water.  It had happened so fast that waves almost engulfed Kai, who’d already been knocked aside by Tekkara and almost gone down.  A dozen hands reached out to him, pulling him up the slippery bank, taking Cerise from off his shoulder.  
 
   Tekkara, within seconds, was strangely, utterly calm.  She was abruptly motionless, the wildness completely gone from her, head beginning to droop despite the heaving waters and the thrashing coils of snake brushing up against her.  
 
   Cerise was lifted up to Banion’s saddle.  She was sobbing uncontrollably, staring wide-eyed into space and shaking so badly she could hardly get a breath.  They gathered worriedly around her, trying to soothe, but she seemed beyond them, her terror so real and raw that Ari felt his eyes water.
 
   “We must move,” Dorian said, her voice carrying clearly over the other sounds.  Melkin whirled on her, glaring furiously, and Ari quickly interfered, pleading, “Can we give her just a few minutes?  She can’t even ride like this.”
 
   “There are many more predators than prey in the Swamps, and they will not waste opportunity.  Do you want to be around when the things that eat that come to feast?” she answered gravely.
 
   Ari looked out at the pool.  The serpent had stilled, its body wound over and around itself in such a tangled mass of coils as it floated on the surface that it must have been endless yards stretched out.  He gulped.  As he watched, Tekkara, very peaceful, sank down to her knees in the water, her muzzle disappearing beneath the surface, her eyes gazing blank and calm at nothing.
 
   “She’s already dead,” Dorian said gently, following his gaze.
 
   “And so was Cerise almost,” Melkin spat, splashing over to her.  “Is this the price you’re willing to pay to save a few extra days?  Is it worth this?”  He flung his hand out at the scene.
 
   She looked him steadily in the eye, articulating clearly and firmly, “You are not under my authority.”  She turned and walked away, pausing to look back and add, “You have chosen this trail; know that on it, we do not have the luxury of regrets.”
 
   Melkin, breathing hard, spun on his heel and crossed back to his ugly blue roan, flinging himself up on its back.  They moved out, Cerise cradled protectively in huge Merranic arms.
 
   The horror hung over them like a cloud, impossible to forget with Cerise’s dry, heaving sobs sounding out hour after hour.  Finally, thankfully, she fell into exhausted sleep, but the tense vigilance didn’t fade.  Every pool was a potential snake pit, every vine and drapery a malignant evil ready to drop and snare.
 
   Kai continued, with amazing unconcern, to plunge into the water, making Ari shake his head in wonder.  What was it about the Dra that could ignore something as deeply repulsive as that thrashing pit of water full of serpent?  Ari’s admiration for him grew the longer he rode the trail with him.  He wanted to be down on the ground, too, bearing more of the burden of dragging his friends into this cauldron of peril.  How could Dorian be so calm?                
 
   Dark thoughts swirled restlessly in his unhappy brain as they pushed on.  But, then the scenery around them began to change and he looked around with dread, paranoia doubled.   Downed trees rose in enormous, tangled, ghost-like piles around them.  It must have been a huge storm, a windfall, because they were everywhere.  For once, their trail lay very clear in front of them.  Others had used it, for it been cleared, the sharp ends of cut logs showing dark and slimy as they passed through what was little more than a narrow corridor between them.
 
   Almost an hour they trod carefully, warily, between the haphazard lengths of colossal trunks, their branches and roots wound and crushed and enmeshed together like an impassable fence of vegetation.  It was worse than the endless vista of gloomy pools; at least there they’d been able to see what was all around them.  Here, the cleared path was barely wide enough for two horses to pass, the maze of trunks and branches rising sometimes over their heads—and capable of hiding all sorts of imagined terrors. 
 
   As the afternoon dragged on, mist began to filter in, making the passage even more creepy.  Half-seen phantoms and half-heard sounds came spookily to brains whose eyes and ears had never registered them.  Then they came around a corner of brush, and Dorian and Kai both slowed warily.  There was something solid up there.  The mist was getting thick, but not that thick…and it didn’t resolve as they drew closer.  They came to a stop within a few seconds, able to make out the shape of a huge fallen tree trunk.  It was so big around that resting in the boggy water it still rose high over their mounted heads.  Blackish mud coated everything nearby, and the surrounding tangled landscape showed marks of recent trauma, freshly broken branches jutting sharply in the air, others in crushed splinters beneath the giant’s own. 
 
   In despair, several of them looked back over their shoulder.  It was a long way to backtrack around this maze, with no idea of how far around they’d have to go to find another route.  But to cut this, clear it…it would take days even using every bit of steel they had with them.
 
   Dorian stood, musing, while Kai worked his way to the top of the trunk, standing up to report, “The trail goes on.” 
 
   Nobody wanted to say what was in their minds.  To leave the horses not only seemed a desperate step, but positively cruel if you considered what they’d be leaving them to.  But they were all wary of Dorian by now—her judgment was proving alarmingly harsh.
 
   It was the silence that was so uncanny, Ari decided, hunching down in his saddle while they waited.  In the jungle there’d been a cacophony of sound, so unrelenting that strange ones didn’t really have the chance to affect you before a hundred others had replaced it.  Here, there was just the occasional burst of noise, each one alien and disturbing.  He was looking around, trying to pierce the dense, spectral landscape, and that’s why he saw her.  She oozed out of the grey mist between two logs, making everybody else jump, and walked up to where Dorian stood.
 
   “It’s Nerissa!” Rodge said in hushed amazement.  Looking closer, Ari thought he might be right.  The rippling waves of black hair were in a thick braid, but the face was the same that the Sentinel’s picture had brought to Ari’s memory.
 
   She was talking quietly with Dorian, and they saw her put out a slim brown hand and touch the log.  She was tiny, coming only to Dorian’s shoulder, but she had that same easy-moving confidence of the other Whiteblades.
 
   “It is black-hearted hickory,” they heard her say with a touch of excitement, “freshly downed.  There’s a chance, but we’ll have to move fast, while the heart still beats.”
 
   This didn’t seem particularly clear to the party following.  While they were trying to makes sense of it, Dorian nodded as if it was all perfectly logical, and stepped out of the way.  Immediately, Nerissa began to feel along the log, running her hands rapidly along the smooth grey trunk, her dusky little face held close and attentively to the surface.  She came to the edge of the cleared trail, logs rising up like a twisted, impenetrable wall in front of her.
 
    She frowned, telling Dorian hastily, “I need Sylvar.”
 
   Sylvar.  The boys exchanged looks in recollection.  This was turning into a veritable re-creation of Cyrrhidean storytales.
 
   Without waiting to be called, another tiny little person wormed her way through the log barrier—a rather shocking person.  The mist didn’t help, but she was disconcertingly colorless.  Her hair was flat out white, pulled off her temples with a leather thong, and her skin didn’t have an ounce of pigment.  Light grey eyes dancing with life glanced at the group, stopping when she noticed Traive.
 
   “Hello, Lord Regent,” she said gaily.
 
   His tanned face broke into an amused smile and he bent courteously over his arm.  “Lady Dancer,” he drawled.
 
   “Can you pay attention for two minutes?” Dorian asked her, a little touchily, and she wiped the smile off her face and hurried over to Nerissa.
 
   “They found a replacement quick,” Loren muttered.  She was unexpectedly lively for a corpse thrown up on a wall of fangvine. 
 
   She and Nerissa muttered for a second, bright white and silky black heads looking strange bent together, then she took off like a stream of smoke through the obstructing branches, writhing so lithely through the gaps that she seemed almost to flow.  
 
   Everyone waited nervously back on the trail.  The place seemed to eat things up, to consume like it consumed hope and light.  But in a minute, a happily disembodied voice called out, a little muffled, “Got it ‘Rissa.  Just chop right over the top of it?”
 
   Nerissa called back, “Yes, but carefully—and be ready to move out of the way!”
 
   The little white wraith had left her bow and quiver behind, but the rest of her load of equipment had gone with her, and they began to hear the muffled sound of an axe biting into wood.  And then something stranger than anything they’d seen yet began to happen.
 
   The tree began to moan.  There was no denying it.  It was coming right out of the big log and it was accompanied by the unmistakable signs of trembling.  Mouths dropped open, eyes went wide, and they all backed the horses (who needed no encouragement) up a couple paces.
 
   Kai still stood boldly up on top of the thing, his corded body riding the agitated log like surf.  Nerissa spared him one worried glance, but her attention was almost completely on the tree.  It was becoming impossibly mobile, writhing around enough to lift itself out of the few inches of water it lay in.
 
   “A little more, Sylvar!” Nerissa cried encouragingly.  The dull, bass moaning grew louder, the movement more pronounced, until the trunk literally leaped out of the water.  Then, surpassing even that astonishing act of arboreal agility, it threw itself wildly to one side, almost pinning Nerissa.  Dorian yanked her back so swiftly the eye couldn’t even follow it.
 
   Again, then again, the tree rose, jerking out of the water, the crashing of the surrounding branches making riotous background music to its bass howl.  But it was getting weaker, the jumps not as dramatic, and it finally quit altogether, its cry rising eerily into an unearthly, almost human, scream.
 
   When it finally fell silent, the group waiting on horses were shaking almost as bad as Cerise had been.  
 
   “No way,” Loren had been muttering for several minutes.  “No way.”
 
   “Anything, Kai?” Nerissa called up to him.  He nodded quickly, easing down the length of the now quiet log to where a mass of roots burst out like spokes on a wagon wheel.  Warily, he jumped down into the space left by all of those unlikely contortions, which had separated it from the surrounding clog of brush.  He appeared in a second between two massive roots, looking out at them.  “We need just a few strokes here.”
 
   Immediately, Traive jumped down.  He handed Kai one of his crossed axes and they went to work.  Meanwhile, Nerissa was calling into the disturbed mass of limbs at the other end of the log, “Are you okay?  Sylvar!  Can you hear me?”
 
   “I’m fine,” came a distant reply, and within another couple minutes she popped back out between two logs.  “I guess I hit the black heart,” she said ruefully.  Her hands and front had dark, tarry looking stuff on them.
 
   “Get that poisonous sap off,” Dorian cautioned her.  
 
   She shook her white head, murmuring blithely, “Black-hearted as a Sheelman’s whor—” before clapping her hand over her mouth, wide eyes flying to Dorian and then the group of northerners.
 
   Dorian, stern as they’d ever seen her, gave her a look so utterly Imperial that Ari almost laughed.  She said nothing, just pointed rigidly back the way Sylvar had come, and the smaller girl went without another word, face besmeared now, grabbing her bow on the way.  Services for the sake of the group apparently forgotten.
 
   Ari urged his brown up to the now quiescent tree and jumped down, relieving Kai of his axe and setting to work with a passion on the cage of roots.  Loren was right behind him, spelling Traive.  It felt really good to whale away on that wood, and they fell to it with an almost visceral relief at having something to do.  Distantly, over the noise of axes, Ari heard Rodge and Nerissa talking, he making a fool of himself, she calmly explaining what had just happened.
 
   “They’re some of Raemon’s attempts to out-create Laschald.  They’ve got a limited mobility—they can’t move from where they’re rooted…he wanted something to help him control the Swamps.  That’s part of what this thick, evil feeling in the air is—the Swamps are full of his creatures.”
 
   She had a soft, velvety voice, thick with Cyrrhidean accent.  He couldn’t remember her origins or her story from the Book of Ivory, but he’d never seen black hair on a Cyrrhidean.
 
   He tuned the two out, pouring his energy into the multiple root branches that needed the attention of the axe and shrugging the Dra away when he came back to take a turn.  Soon, there was a narrow passage hacked through the root system, oozing with weird, nasty black sap, and he and Loren made quick work of heaving aside the lopped wood.  He led the brown through, and everyone did the same except Banion, who was still propping up the unconscious Royal Handmaiden and stayed mounted.
 
   Despite all the delays, it wasn’t even dark yet when Dorian stopped at a rise of ground large enough for all of them and the horses.  Around them, the downed forest had been slowly fading out, the landscape highlighted by the occasional vertical tree.  Melkin pulled his horse up to her, saying quietly, “Should we push on?”  All trace of hostility had vanished since their altercation by the inky poolside where Tekkara had been bitten. 
 
   Dorian responded the same whether he was spitting enraged insults or politely asking about sleeping billets.  She turned to look up at him, saying, “It is not healthy to spend the night anywhere in the Swamps; it’s pure foolishness to bypass the very few safe spots along the trail.  We’ll travel until we reach them—no more and definitely no less.”  
 
   It was amazing to have firm ground under their feet again, but their enjoyment of a camp and hot food was dampened by Cerise.  She was awake, but just sat, staring into nothingness, looking scared and shattered and fragile.  The boys felt helpless.  Dorian, after watching her all through dinner, moved over to her and knelt gracefully in front of her. 
 
   “Cerise,” she said, in a voice none of them had ever heard before—a rich, warm, persuasive voice that made you limp, made you want to roll over and have her scratch your belly.  “Cerise, it’s all right.”  The topaz eyes shone like jewels in the thick grey air, full of life and love and all that was sweet and true—Ari had never seen such a transcendent look on anyone’s face.  A lump of longing swelled his throat...no one had ever looked at him like that, ever.
 
   It was all wasted on Cerise.  She just sat, unresponsive, with that blank, horrified stare in her icy blue eyes.  Dorian tried gently shaking her, touched her face…but after a few minutes, had to sit back in defeat.
 
   “How far out is the Healer?”  She asked, in that disconcerting way, of thin air.  Even more disconcerting, someone almost always answered.  This time it was Jordan, standing with soaked leggings on the outskirts of the camp.  
 
   “A couple days,” she said quietly.
 
   Dorian’s eyes scanned once more the tragic face in front of her.  “Send ‘Lanta for her.”
 
   No one woke with anything resembling enthusiasm the next morning.  The Swamps stretched drearily, ominously, out all around them, and the day never seemed to end.  They could have been wandering for years under that sunless blanket of grey, so disassociated did everything become.  Ari put Cerise, barely aware enough to sit a horse, up on his brown before anyone could make a decision about her.  Loren and Traive hemmed her in on each side and Banion and Melkin each followed and led close around her.  
 
   He was so glad to be on the ground, fixing his mind on the intricacies of finding their watery path, that he didn’t even mind the oily water, or the leeches, or the bugs, which were much worse close to the water.  The distraction was almost welcome.  His mind had begun to plunge into guilt beyond his ability to stop it.  What if Cerise had died?  What if she never recovered?  What if someone was to never come back from this trip?  Why had he not tried to stop any of them?  He wasn’t sure he could handle it if one of them was killed because of him.  Prowling back and forth across the morbid landscape, his mind couldn’t shake that one thought, lodged like a hot dagger of dread in his chest.  The road wasn’t exactly going to get any safer the closer they got to the Sheelshard.
 
   The hours dragged by.  Once, he saw bubbles rising from the pool in front of him.  He pointed it out, and felt a small surge of ridiculous pride when Dorian nodded and led the group around another way.  It was nothing, but it felt good to be of some use.  Especially if they were going to risk their lives for him.  
 
   They could see their campsite from far off that evening; someone had started the fire, and it made for a merry beacon in the dank melancholy of the Swamps at dusk.  Nothing remarkable had happened that day, but Cerise’s unchanging condition made it seem like that whole nightmarish incident had been just a few hours ago.  More than one person let out a disappointed sigh when they came up onto the dry ground of the camp; there was no one there.  No one tending the fire and certainly no healer.
 
   Last night’s camp had been little more than a hummock covered with sickly grass.  Tonight, several of the great-trunked trees encircled the place and there were even a few spiky bushes and faintly green ferns.  No one was much in the mood for talking, even though there was fresh meat from someone’s bow and Ari had made a pretty tasty potato stew.  Only Dorian seemed unaffected by the despondency that seemed to spread like a miasma over the group.  The greyer the air, the brighter she seemed, as if she was somehow out of reach of the colorless world closing in on them all.
 
   She bowed her head and prayed that night, which she had never done, and which nobody, not even Banion, objected to.
 
   “Lord Il, great is the darkness that presses in around us…but greater still art Thou.  Give us surety in your Strength, peace in your Will, and a light to shine on this, Your Path.  Thy will be done.”
 
   They were glumly finishing up the meal when several birdcalls sounded simultaneously from the quiet swamp around them.  Dorian, in a desultory conversation with Traive, looked up quickly.  Ari and Loren shared suspicious glances, and sure enough, within minutes a faint splashing could be heard.  Then a new Whiteblade came out of the trees, and to the man, they rose eagerly to their feet.
 
   You could tell even from across the clearing that this was the healer.  It seemed to roll off of her in waves, a gentleness, a sort of physical aura of nurturing that shone from her big eyes.  She was also, incidentally, stunningly beautiful.   Piles of fluffy blonde hair, the softest blue eyes Ari had ever seen, a blushing, curved cheek—she was the most feminine creature any of them had seen in a long time.  
 
   And she looked at absolutely none of them, not even Dorian.  She entered the clearing, took one look across it to Cerise’s traumatized figure, and walked straight to her.  She helped her to her feet, led her a little ways away, and resettled, talking quietly and earnestly to her.
 
   Dorian gave a little sigh.  “She’ll bring her back to her own mind,” she said reassuringly.  
 
   “Is she telepathic?” Loren said eagerly, active mind alive with possibilities.
 
   The ghost of a smile curved Dorian’s mobile lips.  “No,” she said evenly.  “But Healing is her Gift.”
 
   A forceful panting interrupted them, and they all turned in surprise to see another Whiteblade coming out of the trees.  She stopped, hand on her side, gasping, when she saw them.
 
   “We ran,” she wheezed.  “All day.”  This was followed by several seconds of ragged breathing.  She leaned against a tree.  “I was sure someone was dying,” she managed to get out all in one breath.
 
   Dorian frowned at her and in the first playfulness any of the group had seen out of her, said in amusement, “You’re out of shape.”
 
   “My shape,” the girl gasped, moving away from her support and closer to the light of the fire, “you’ll remember…was meant for the water.”
 
   The boys didn’t know what that meant, but their eyebrows went up as the firelight revealed the shape under discussion.  If they hadn’t just seen the Healer, they would have said this was surely the loveliest woman ever created.  Thick waves of blue-black hair framed a flawless face.  She had sparking blue eyes fringed with lashes so dark she looked like she was wearing eye-black.  Soft, full, red lips were responsible for all that rapid exchange of air.  Curved in every possible appropriate place, her shape was enough to do dangerous things to a young man’s temperature.
 
   Rodge, gaping, pulled his collar away from his neck.
 
   “All is well?” Dorian asked her.
 
   “No, Dor,” she answered, still heaving attractively. “I can’t breathe.” 
 
   One of the Whiteblades called from the bushes and she turned and made her way—gracefully, for all that theatrical shortness of breath—back into the dark outside the campfire.
 
   “Who,” Rodge said mistily, “was that?”
 
   “Brook.”
 
   “Why,” he said, with great emphasis, “did she leave?”
 
   Across the clearing, the sudden sound of crying made them all turn their heads.  It was as if a huge weight was lifted off their shoulders when they saw Cerise wailing noisily and clinging to the other Whiteblade.  Upset, maybe, but at least it was something other than that unseeing stare.
 
   “And that?” Melkin asked, brooding.
 
   “Rowena,” Dorian answered, her own relief patent in her voice. “Excellent woman,” she murmured contentedly.
 
   They all turned in that night feeling better than they had in days.  Maybe everything would be all right after all.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
   The next morning, Cerise was pale and subdued but seemed otherwise normal.  If she noticed that they all kept glancing at her out of the corners of their eyes, she didn’t acknowledge it.
 
   Ari was down washing out the breakfast pans in the swamp—which he wasn’t sure could count as cleaning—when a whispery sort of sound caught his attention.  Instantly on edge, he backed away from the water, hand dropping to his sword.  He searched through the mist, a great obscuring bank of it, his heart pounding.  Something was out there.  And it sounded like it was getting closer.
 
   He was so increasingly certain of it that he was about to shout a warning back to the camp when it came into view.  It was a canoe, just floating through the swamp—no, no, there was a tiny person poling it, coalescing out of the mist like she was being created in front of him.
 
   Sylvar.  She grinned broadly when she saw him, waving as cheerfully as if he were on the docks of Merrane and she was returning from the morning catch.  He just shook his head in wonder; for being so mist-colored herself, she shone like a lamp in the Swamps.  The canoe bumped into their camp hummock and, quick and graceful, she leaped off the bow.  Grabbing the bow rope, she whirled into it, bending her full diminutive weight into pulling it in.
 
   Ari felt a smile tugging at his face.  Reaching around her, he grabbed the rope and with one hand hauled it halfway up the bank.  She turned and beamed at him, so close his chin had to almost touch his chest to look down at her.  Up close, you could see the fine, ghostly skin was chalk-white, almost translucent.  Delicate blue veins throbbed in her temple and jaw.  The pale grey of her eyes were lit with an impish silvery sheen, and her lips emerged out of her white face like a pale rose out of a snow bank.
 
   “I’m not sure we’re all going to fit in there,” Traive said in quiet amusement almost at Ari’s elbow.  Ari jumped a little, hurriedly getting a little space between him and the exquisite creature staring up at him with such affection.
 
   “Fit?” she quipped.  “It’s just to hold on to.  You all will be swimming alongside.”
 
   “Sylvar,” Dorian’s unmistakable voice said.  Ari turned around and saw that everyone had followed her down to the water, doubtless drawn by the strange sound of the canoe scraping up on the bank.     
 
   “Ambassador,” Sylvar said in a deep, impressive voice, sinking swan-like into such an elaborate curtsy her gleaming hair almost dragged in the mud.  The effect was only slightly ruined by the clank and shift of her extraordinary collection of weaponry.
 
   Dorian stared over her head, her face a mask of Patience.  “I want those orchids disarmed before we reach them.”
 
   Sylvar popped erect.  “So let it be done,” she delivered in solemn tones, and turned and trotted lightly out of sight around the hummock.  They heard a faint splash as she entered the water on the other side, and Ari thought the Swamps had gotten a little dimmer again.
 
   “She made of mist?” Rodge said, having gotten a good look at her.
 
   “She’s made of whimsy,” Dorian said smartly.  “We’ll need to unload this fodder for the horses, then get your saddlebags.  We’ll be traveling the rest of the way by boat.”
 
   Banion made the first approving sound they’d heard out of him in a week.
 
   “What about the horses?” Melkin asked.
 
   “Adama and Brook will bring them another way.  It’s a much longer, more difficult route, but there’s firm ground and without carrying riders they might be able to gallop it.  They may get through before we do.”
 
   “Brook?” Rodge’s head came up alertly.
 
   There were actually several canoes, tied together.  Ari wanted to go with Kai, in the scout boat, but Dorian seated him firmly with her and Traive got the honor.  Or maybe he had the honor; he was torn between wanting to establish his usefulness and the amazing feeling that he was of considerable value…finally to someone in the world beside the Asps.
 
   They went quite a bit faster by canoe, but there was a trade-off in being so close to the water.  The bugs were horrendous, no see-ums, midges, gnats that flew in every unprotected orifice, flies, winged insects of every size.  A dragonfly the size of a robin buzzed so suddenly into Ari’s face that he almost dropped his paddle.  Dorian stood like a golden pillar in his bow, statuesque as a Fleet ship figurehead, and unbothered by the bugs.
 
   Unbelievably, out of all the leagues of water, all the endless pools in every direction, a Whiteblade messenger found them around midday.  She came whizzing up to them in a wily canoe powered by Jordan, so quickly that they’d barely registered the soft slap of paddles before she was on them.
 
   Jordan whisked her boat around, back-paddling expertly so that the lithe, beautiful woman standing in her bow was brought within inches of Dorian.  She was another Dra, and the whole contingent of canoes stopped to get a look at her.  Unlike Vashti, she was tall, almost as tall as Dorian and reed-slender, with dark eyes.  A great tawny mane of hair was pulled off her face by a band, stirring romantically in the canoe’s contortions as she balanced with one foot up on the prow.  A long ashbow clung to her back, and Ari raised his eyebrows in surprise when he spotted it.  He would not have thought a woman could pull the Imperial warbow, with its formidable draw.     
 
   She was murmuring unemotionally to Dorian, in such an imperceptible voice and tone that Ari could barely make anything out.  He thought he heard “Queen,” and saw a sharp spasm of concern move fleetingly over Dorian’s face.  Straining forward, not caring if he looked obvious, he stared until his eyes watered, but the new Whiteblade’s lips were barely moving, her voice pitched so low it was drowned out just by the sound of the water against the sides of the canoe.
 
   Dorian gave her some instructions, and Jordan began to move away.  
 
   “What is it?” he asked her.  She ignored him, dignified face a mask of concentration.
 
   “’Lanta!” she called after the two, as if she’d just thought of something. The beautiful woman turned with perfect balance in her canoe’s bow, not even wobbling or putting out her arms to steady herself.  Ari was afraid to even move too quickly, sitting—these canoes were as narrow as a blade edge.
 
   “Did Rox make it?” Dorian asked urgently.
 
   She didn’t answer, but neither did she look away.  Those expressive eyes, set in that wild, silent Dra face, stayed on Dorian’s until she’d faded back into the mists.
 
   Dorian was similarly communicative, regardless of how many times or different ways Ari asked.
 
   It seemed increasingly improbable the floating landscape could produce anything even resembling solid ground as night drew on, but Dorian was unfailing.  It had trees and enough earth on it that there was even a faint strip of trail worn into the sickly grasses.  When they disembarked onto the foul-smelling mud bank late that afternoon, she cautioned them, “Follow right behind me.  Do not leave the path.”
 
   Which was a generous name for what they were on.  They were meandering down it when Rodge cried in delight, “Blueberries!” and darted into the scattered bushes.
 
   “Do not leave the path,” Dorian’s voice floated back to them with the patience of a primary teacher, “and please do not eat the poisonous berries.”
 
   “They look like blueberries,” Rodge said in disappointment, fingering them.
 
   “What’s that?” Loren said from the trail.  About a foot away from Rodge something was sticking out of the mud, entangled in the nearby brush.
 
   “I think it’s a thigh bone,” Ari said, peering.
 
   “EEEW!” Rodge said with emphasis, dropped the berries, and went to back hastily away.  But his feet were firmly encased in the local mud and he had to windmill violently not to fall over.  He stood there for several minutes trying to extricate himself while Ari and Loren laughed themselves breathless from the trail.  Finally, he complained, “I’m stuck.  No, seriously, I can’t get out.”
 
   His voice changed.  “I…I think I’m sinking.”
 
   Loren and Ari stopped laughing.  He was.  He was in over his ankles.
 
   “DORIAN!” Loren yelled, all seriousness now.  Ari walked tentatively toward Rodge, testing the ground.  It was all muddy, but he hadn’t gone more than a step or two before he felt it change under his feet.  He backed quickly away as it pulled at him.
 
   “Stay on the trail,” Dorian’s voice snapped out crisply behind him, and he jumped.  He hadn’t heard a whisper of her approach.  In seconds there were four more Whiteblades on the trail, materializing soundlessly out of the fog.  In one smooth move, Vashti and Rowena shrugged out of their weapons and with just axes in hands, trotted together to a nearby tree.  Nerissa began darting here and there, looking at trees, fingering them, then moving rapidly on.  Dorian and Jordan split around the mud pit, testing the ground for its boundaries.
 
   The rest of the party from the north came running back up.
 
   “Quicksand,” Loren explained breathlessly.  The sound of chopping began, and Ari and Loren whirled around, nerves on edge from the infectious, focused energy of the Whiteblades.  The thick sapling Vashti and the healer were working on wasn’t very big, but it had about the largest diameter of any tree they could see.  The boys rushed over and the Whiteblades let them take over the chopping, which was enacted with so much vigor that the tree was downed before Rodge had sunk more than another inch.
 
   Traive was already skimming branches off of it before it even hit the ground, his Cyrrhidean axe flying like it was self-propelled, while the Whiteblades looped the cut end with a long coil of rope.  They started hauling it toward Rodge while Traive was still working on it.
 
   A scratchy shriek sounded, and everyone stopped to look worriedly at Rodge.  But he was standing there quietly, albeit a little forlorn, mud climbing towards his knees.  The sound came again; it was coming from Nerissa.  More precisely, it was from the freshly cut bush in her hands, which was squalling and twisting bizarrely around in her firm grip.
 
   “Black-hearted hickory?” about five dubious voices asked in unison.  She nodded, trotting agilely up to them.  “The sap is actually more caustic in the younger plants.”  She nodded with hurried encouragement at Jordan, who was walking rapidly toward them, trimming a branch with a flying knife as she came.
 
   “Hurry,” Rodge said plaintively.  He was up to his knees and a shudder of horror went through Ari.  He couldn’t die.  Especially not like that.  
 
   Jordan carefully held out the branch, exposing one of the cut ends, and Nerissa upended the hickory, centering it over the top of Jordan’s branch so that black sap dripped on the pithy part in the middle.  The stick began to steam, and the Northerners gathered around watched in amazement as the nasty sap began to dissolve the center of it.  It was bizarre, like something out of a witch’s cauldron, Nerissa struggling to hold the shrilling plant, tarry black liquid dropping out of it to burn its way into the other wood…
 
   Rodge, who should have valued the science of it more than any of them, seemed unappreciative.  He licked his lips nervously.  “Uh,” he said, “I hate to nag, but…”
 
   “He’s going faster!”  Loren said in alarm.
 
   “Rodge,” Dorian said calmly.
 
   “Yeah, right here.”  
 
   “The mud you’re in should be watery.”
 
   “Yeah, but I’m really not interested in geology right now,” he begged a little desperately.
 
   “It’s creating a suction around your feet and legs—”
 
   
  
 


“Yeah, I…I got the concept pretty good here.”
 
   “You need to break that suction.  We’re going to give you a tube:  stick it into the mud right around one of your feet and blow into it as hard as you can.  You should feel the mud loosen—lift the foot up right away.”
 
   Rodge looked at her in silent despair.  “Don’t think I’m not grateful.  It’ll be great to die with one foot breathing clean air.  Do…do you think there’s something maybe a little more, well, comprehensive, like, whole-body, that can be done?”
 
   “We’re going to throw a log across the mudsink—you’ll step on to that.”
 
   They were?  Looking around, Ari had to confess to some amazement.  It couldn’t have been more than five or ten minutes, and the bog had been demarcated, with various Northerners and a Merranic standing at pertinent edges.  There was a cut and trimmed tree waiting at one side, with a long trail of ropes leading from one end of it into the bushy area on its unseen far side, and there was a science experiment developing rapidly into an air tube a few feet away.  Loren, looking around, said, “They’re…prompt.”
 
   “Sylvar?” Dorian called.
 
   “Almost…there!” came her disembodied voice.  Peering into the deepening gloom of dusk, Ari finally made her out.  She was up in a tree, swaying wildly as it was hardly thick enough to hold her, doing something with rope.  She shimmied down in a shower of leaves and called out merrily, “All ready!” as if the cart had gotten hooked up to take them all to the fair.
 
   The rope began to move, drawing taut and lining up over Rodge’s little mud plot just a scant foot or so from him.  He lunged for it, face lighting up, and Dorian said sharply, “Don’t move.  You’ll sink faster.”  Deflated, he relaxed, standing there obediently and sinking while the rope hovered in arm’s reach.  It grew even tighter, then the sapling the boys had felled began to move as the slack was taken up, inching across the ground toward Rodge.
 
   “All right,” Dorian instructed.  “You’re lined up—go!”
 
   They must have sprinted, because the log zipped briskly across the slimy mud, missing Rodge with expert precision and coming to rest at Dorian’s sharp call just where the rope had lain.  Ari stood on the branches left on their end, stabilizing it.  They all looked anxiously at the witch’s brew experiment, then at Rodge, then back to the air tube.
 
   Finally, the seconds weighing heavily in the still air, Nerissa moved the hickory away.  There were chunks and thick black juice dripping out of the bottom of the branch Jordan was holding now, and Nerissa poured a water skin into it, flushing out the goo.  
 
   The rest of the Whiteblades had come out of the trees back around to their side of the action, calling out encouraging things to Rodge like, “The black-heart sap will blister your lips when you go to blow on the tube, but, hey, it’s better than not having any!”
 
   Nerissa, after flushing one more time, shoved the tube at Sylvar, who was prancing impatiently close by, and she set off in a sprint along the narrow sapling.  Almost skidding to a halt by Rodge, she balanced effortlessly, courteously handing him the tube like it was a glass of wine at a cocktail party.
 
   He grabbed it, blowing frantically into it long before the other end even got close to the mud.  They plunged in together, his lips and the tube, never mind poisonous sap, and soon bubbles began to appear around his foot.  He yanked at his foot, bent over the tube, his body contorting rather oddly.  His leg would jerk, he would blow frantically, his leg would jerk and spasm, he would blow frantically.  But the foot came loose, to a great supportive cry from the onlookers, and Sylvar helped him balance it up on the log while he worked at the other one.
 
   But the anxiety had just begun.  Ari had never seen anything so dramatically suspenseful as Rodge trying to walk the log out of that mudsink.  Trembling in every limb, face a mask of concentration, he very carefully would slide his foot a quarter of an inch along the log, then stop, breathing heavily and shaking like he’d run a marathon.  Sylvar danced around him anxiously, trying to hold him from the front, trying to let him just take her hands for something to balance against, defying the laws of physics and somehow getting around behind him to support him from back there.
 
   It was a little anticlimactic when he finally walked off the end.  Most of the Northerners were sitting down, bored and crashed from the adrenaline let down.  The Whiteblades had vanished back out into the Swamps except for Dorian and Sylvar, and it was full night.
 
   Sweat was pouring off him, but even Cerise hugged him.  It was a night of Northern firsts.  He even apologized to Dorian.
 
     He smelled atrocious the next day.  Clean water was limited, so of course there was no way to bathe, but it was his trousers that reeked so bad—like the foul mud he’d been playing around in.  Loren, who shared the canoe with him and Melkin, ran a steady commentary on it all day, clearly audible despite the pea-soup fog.
 
   They were introduced to man-eating fish that day, but Banion only lost a little bit of the finger.  And Rowena, after he finally allowed her to touch him, pronounced he would recover and maybe even grow back a little of it, though it would be misshapen.
 
   “It’ll match the rest of you,” Rodge consoled him.
 
   It was pretty mild for a day in the Swamps.  They’d all gotten to the point where they expected catastrophes.  There was no more solid ground, and the huge grey trees looming out of the silent stretches of water were all black now, bark scarred and slimy, strands of gauzy grey-green moss sticking in decomposing smears to their trunks.
 
   They were in the canoes until late, and just starting to wonder if maybe for the first time Dorian was lost, when they saw a light ahead.  It was almost smothered by the mist, but still, it was a light of some sort.  Kai, after a confirmatory nod from Dorian, picked up their speed and headed toward it.  To their amazement, they were soon pulling up at a rough dock.  And there were people there.  Little people, smaller than Sylvar and Nerissa, even, with dark brown faces and big, solemn eyes and shaggy black hair.  They bowed when they saw Dorian, calling her “Lady of Light,” and welcomed them all into cramped little structures built on stilts up out of the water.
 
   The Northerners looked around curiously as they settled in cross-legged at one end of one of the buildings.  At the other end, little persons—which may or may not have been female, it was hard to tell—moved busily around a fire, cooking something that smelled strongly of fish.  Dorian had disappeared.   
 
   “Did you know about these people?” Melkin asked in an undertone of Traive and Kai.  Traive nodded.  “The Fox know of them:  Swamp dwellers, they call themselves.  They’re very simple, but have never failed to be hospitable to the Fox that come through.  They were chased out to such isolated places by the bullying and power struggles in Skoline, choosing seclusion and peace over convenience and strife.”
 
   “Skoline,” Banion murmured.  Sitting down, he was still almost too tall for the huts.  “That’s Swamp Town?” 
 
    Traive nodded.
 
   “I don’t suppose they have running water and hot baths there?” Loren asked longingly, wrinkling his nose at Rodge.
 
   “The only thing running in that town is the citizens,” Traive remarked drily.  “Usually for their lives.  It’s got to be the most dangerous community in the Realms, controlled almost completely now by the Asps.”  Ari tensed at the name, meeting Melkin’s eyes.  “Through sheer ruthlessness and intimidation, over the years they’ve climbed to the top of the dog-eat-dog social ladder.”
 
   “What does the town live on?” Banion asked.  “You can’t tell me there’s any industry or trade that far into the Swamps.  I know Merrani has never traded with them.”
 
   “Maybe not directly,” Traive said, exchanging a knowing look with Kai.  “But they do trade—not always by, er, traditional methods—and surreptitiously get their few goods on the market.  They’re on a major inlet from the Western Sea—”
 
   “Aye, the Goudget,” Banion said readily, not to be outdone in maritime knowledge.
 
   “Mm.  But their main income is from dasht snuck through the Torques, and from contracts.”
 
   The hairs crawled upright on Ari’s neck.  “Contracts,” he repeated carefully.  “What kind of contracts?”  Traive looked at him quietly, but it was Kai who answered, “Anything that pays.”
 
   Everyone adopted gracious faces then, for one of the little people was approaching with an enormous tray.  He (or she) put it down in front of them, revealing a small mountain of rice littered with whole greyish-green fish, mouths open to reveal double rows of pointed teeth.
 
   “Maybe one is the one that bit you,” the person offered shyly, gesturing at Banion’s bandaged hand.  The Merranic forced a smile, muttering under his breath, “Isn’t he cute?”
 
   “Please, eat.” He gestured with his little hands.  The Northerners especially noticed the lack of utensils, and to avoid the necessity unfolding before them, Melkin asked, “Do you know where Dorian went?”
 
   He looked puzzled, and Traive reiterated quietly, “The Lady of Light.”
 
   His face cleared.  “Ah.  She goes to see the other Light.”
 
   “The other light?”
 
   “The other Ivory,” Traive translated, experimentally lifting an oozing, mud-colored fish.
 
   “Why do you call them Light?” Ari asked.
 
   The person cocked his head.  “They are Light.  They shine in the Darkness.  Their Light is a light to all, a reflection of the Great Light which does not fade.”  His voice was practical, as if everybody knew these things.
 
   “How long have you known her?” Ari asked curiously.
 
   “Oh, very long time,” he assured them.  “She is a good friend, help us much, many years.  You know the one called ‘Nerissa?’” he confided proudly, and at their nods, continued, “Her mother was a Swamp Dweller.  Many hundreds of years ago, she was born right here, in a hut just like this!”  He beamed.  Nobody answered him, though he certainly had everyone’s attention.
 
   “How illuminating,” Cerise remarked wryly when he left.  They all began to pick half-heartedly at the pile of…food.
 
   “What if it’s true?” Loren said slowly, dreamily putting a single, safe grain of rice in his mouth.  “What if they really are hundreds of years old?”
 
   “What if it were really true?” Rodge looked at him askance.  “What if you really did have a brain and just—no one could tell?”
 
   “I’m serious—look at all the things they know.  Look at how they move.  How many girls in their twenties could have done, known, some of the things they have?”
 
   “Dorian is no twenty-year old,” Cerise said cattily.
 
   “That’s exactly what I’m saying!”
 
   “I am NOT agreeing with you.”
 
   “What do you think, Banion?”
 
   “Witches,” he muttered uncompromisingly.  He was the only one brave enough to try the fish—it didn’t look like it was going very well.  There were tiny bones scattered all over his facial hairs.
 
   “Traive?”
 
   Traive looked up at them all.  “I do not think you could believe it if the incontrovertible truth were laid right in front of you,” he said in amusement.
 
   “You believe it.” Loren pointed a greasy finger at him, grinning slyly.
 
   “Cyrrhideans believe in dragons,” Rodge pointed out.
 
   “They also believe in gryphons and centaurs,” Loren shot back.  Traive was still his hero.
 
   One of the little people was back, a different one, they thought.  “You would like your lower clothes washed?” he (she?) offered Rodge.  “The Lady of Light said this.”
 
   “Yes!” Loren agreed eagerly.
 
   Rodge said, “Uh, thanks, but I don’t have another pair.”
 
   “I won’t look,” Cerise promised, with great emphasis.  Though truthfully, Kai smelled so bad by now, what with his repeated dunkings, that you could hardly stand to be around him, but no one had said anything to him.
 
   “No problem,” the person beamed.  “Loaner,” he said, and held up a pair of pants that might cover Rodge’s skinny shanks to, maybe, just above the knee.
 
   Pleasant as it was to be in something resembling a house, no one wept when they left the next morning.
 
   Jordan accompanied them for a while that day.  She came up, deftly pulling her boat alongside Ari’s with a wink and a sunshine smile, to tell Dorian that Sylvar had been darted by orchids.  Which on the surface you might think was serious, but since neither of them seemed to give it more than their cursory attention, Ari decided it must sound worse than it was.  
 
   Rodge, who after his raving success with the Cyrrhidean ladies was under the mistaken impression that he was Quite the Catch, and who had been unfortunately rowed up on the other side of Jordan’s canoe by an eager Loren, looked like he was ready to pounce on her.
 
   Ari ignored him, elated to finally get a few words with this living memory, but when she said, “The light will get brighter and this fog lift the closer we get to the Tamarisks—” Rodge threw in, “I dabble around with light myself.”
 
   She turned to look at him blankly.  “You know,” he elaborated, “wave theory, frequency gradient…”
 
   Her pale, silken yellow eyebrows rose, “Are you talking physics?”
 
   At which point such a torrent of technical jargon filled the air that it was barely recognizable as intelligible.  Her canoe drifted away.  Ari wanted to hit himself on the head with a paddle.
 
   He heard them all afternoon, jabbering away in delight about mass and velocity, and was so glum by the time they beached the boats that night that he didn’t say a word to anyone.  Why could he never get a moment alone with these women?  
 
   All of them came in that night, except Adama and Brook, a silent materializing at the periphery of camp just as the party was finishing up dinner.  The group from the north went quiet, looking around.  Especially in the fog, and when none of them were moving or speaking, it was more than a little ethereal, like something out of a dream.  They had met everyone there—well, not been introduced—but there was an unmistakable otherworldly quality to them in that light, in that setting, that made them seem like strangers, like they were hardly real.  Like they were something out of a fairytale.
 
   Sunny Jordan was there, unsmiling and spectral.  Next to her, Rowena shimmered with almost celestial beauty in the misty light.  There was the lovely Dra Vashti, the one Rodge and Loren had nick-named Brown Beauty, hair stirring faintly in the currents of mist.  Across the clearing, the other Dra, the tall lioness named Atlanta, stood so absolutely immobile she could have been a statue in a garden of fog.  There was tiny, raven-haired Nerissa, and impish Sylvar, trying to weave a black-heart bracelet.  She was the only one moving at all, her little pink tongue protruding as she tried to grab the mewling, darting ends of the hickory twigs.
 
   “Nothing has changed,” Dorian addressed them without preamble.  “The word the Messenger brought is not for us.  Nothing must swerve us from this path, nor are the stones that are being moved now all on our game board.  Our way lies straight before us.”   She had stepped away from the fire to the almost phantom-like circle of the other Whiteblades, and her voice floated back oddly disembodied, as if she’d stepped into a place that lay at the boundary of northerner senses.   
 
   The faces, bright in that odd way that had nothing to do with the ordinary five senses, showed no emotion.  Even Sylvar was still now, and the northerners were struck by the supernatural aura of the scene.  How long had it been since such a gathering had been witnessed?  For once it seemed perfectly appropriate that Dorian’s words were veiled, her meaning hidden.   
 
   Jordan broke the silence.  “I don’t suppose we could put a rush on this…it is an unprecedented opportunity, their being so distracted and all.”
 
   “How can we?” Dorian said huskily, fine voice thrumming with faint frustration.  “We are less than half.”   She gestured with one of her elegant hands at the circle of girls, mere whispers of vision in the quivering, mist-strewn light.   
 
   Jordan, who was either a confidante or third-in-command, or something, said as if in reassurance, “Voral and Rhoda will be in soon after we’re out of the Swamps.  Verrena should be there shortly after with the horses.  And Rox and Yve will meet us at the Falls of Tiramina.”
 
   Loren started, glancing at Ari.  
 
   Dorian didn’t respond.  Without any word of dismissal or farewell, the Whiteblades melted back into the mist, and blinking, the northerners looked around at each other, like they were all waking up from the same dream.
 
   Loren said in awe, “Voral…”
 
   Ari scratched absently at his legs, itchy from where his trousers had been soaked in filthy swamp water.  Voral was one of the Great Heroes of the Realms, from the Ages of War.  Every Northern boy wanted to be Voral in the bruising game of Heroes Chance.  
 
   “Yeah,” Loren said slowly, face lighting with excitement.  “Remember the rumor that he’d been a woman in disguise all those years, had joined the Whiteblades after he was supposedly killed in that Merranic battle?”
 
   Banion gave a great snort, hair flying up around his face.  “He was the finest blade that ever swung steel,” he said crushingly.  It obviously followed that he couldn’t be female, or a Whiteblade.
 
   Loren’s eyes brightened.  He grabbed Rodge’s arm.  “Rodge!  Voral was the finest swordsman that ever lived!”
 
   “Yeah, Lor, I know,” Rodge said impatiently, trying to extract his bicep.  “I was sitting right next to you in class when we learned about him.”
 
   “The greatest swordsman ever,” Loren repeated buoyantly.  “Don’t you see?  There’s no way any girl playing a part could ever get to be that good—it’ll be obvious!”
 
   Rodge looked at him like he was crazy.  “You wave a blade around in the air—it’s not that hard.”  Ari, Loren and Banion all looked at him.  He was possibly not the best judge of swordwork in the Realms.
 
   “Voral started at, what, seven or something, at the Merrani Academy of Knights?” Loren asked Banion, who grunted an affirmative.  “How many girls you think get that kind of training today, could sneak through a crowd of Merranic boys pretending she was one?”  Banion frowned darkly.  “It was a once-in-a-five-hundred-year chance she got away with it.”  Banion glowered threateningly.  “Or he,” Loren said appeasingly, noticing the large and unhappy Merranic nearby.  “Maybe it’s all just make-believe.  All I’m saying is, we’re going to know.  For sure.”
 
   “We still, however, won’t know about your brain,” Rodge quipped, rolling his eyes.
 
   A vague feeling of well-being accompanied the Northerners to bed that night, deepened by the memory of the mystical gathering of their escort.  Lying under the sweltering, bug-infested sky, Ari had the fleeting impression that they were coming to the end of this part of the journey, that these endless, grey days were finally coming to a close.  Maybe, finally, the emergencies and catastrophes and life-threatening dangers would taper off and he’d have a chance to talk to one of these elusive women.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
   Ari’d hardly been asleep more than an hour when it began to rain.  Stirring, awakened by the pattering, the Northerners sat up suddenly in surprise—the camp was seething with quiet activity.  Dorian was bending low over the fire, trying to bring it back to life.  Rowena darted in as they watched, arms full of long rope.  Her gentle face was a mask of intensity, the beautiful big eyes dilated with the dark—and alarm.
 
   “We need to go,” Dorian said to them, noticing they were awake.  “Now.”
 
   “It’s just a little rain,” Rodge protested.  It felt good, actually.  It wasn’t even cold.
 
   Nerissa dashed into camp.  She was carrying all the wood she could, long, thick, knobby sticks of it.  She dumped it next to the rope and was followed promptly by Sylvar, who couldn’t even see around her armful.  Deftly, Dorian thrust one of the sticks into the reluctant coals, and it flared into light.  She handed it to Kai, standing nearby.  Traive—they were the only two up—scooped up the rope and they disappeared down to the waterline.
 
   Ari sprung up, rolling his blankets and readying his saddlebags, which seemed to inspire the others.  Something was going on, you could tell by the feeling of urgency, but he didn’t know what.  Surely it was more dangerous being out on the water in this pitch blackness than it was to wait out the rainstorm in camp.
 
   “What’s going on?” Rodge said plaintively.
 
   “It’s raining.  Get down to the boats,” Dorian said briskly.
 
   Banion stopped by the fire once everyone was ready, grabbing two more of the smoky torches, and they all headed down to the muddy shore.  Loren and Melkin began to help tie the canoes together, and Ari, feeling useless, went back for an armload of torches.  At camp, Dorian scuffed dirt in the direction of the fire even as he bent to gather the last load, and without waiting, whisked off down the trail in front of him.
 
   “Will these stay lit if the rains get worse?” Ari asked, for something to say as he trotted after her.  Here was a few, brief moments to talk—
 
   “It’s greasewood,” she said laconically.  So much for a heart-to-heart.
 
   The rain was coming down harder, and as they all got carefully into the canoes, a gust of wind sent the torchlight into ghoulish contortions.  Ari, with a faint sense of uneasy awe, thought they made the darkness even darker.  He couldn’t believe they were doing this—you couldn’t see a thing.  
 
   It was a slow, awkward start, partly because of the nonexistent visibility and partly because of the unfamiliar tugging of their connecting rope.  It wasn’t long before they realized the dead, still water of the Swamp that had become so drearily familiar was completely different this night.  It surged under the canoes, fighting the paddles, driven by the rising gusts of wind and whatever other forces stirred its black depths.  The rain pattered harder, steadier, and the air was filled with the moan of trees and the keen of the wind through their branches.  Great swathes of the gauzy moss, torn loose, whipped through the air, swinging like vengeful ghosts out of the blackness so suddenly that it had them all on edge.
 
   Cerise had already screamed several times when she let out such a prolonged, really meaningful one, that everyone turned to see what the matter was.  Ari, in the boat just ahead of theirs, saw Banion martially attacking a rat the size of a tom cat that was trying to climb into their canoe. After flattening every inch of wood around it, he finally connected and it slid in limply two-dimensional form back into the water. 
 
    “Row, Ari!” Dorian shouted over the storm and he set to the oars with a renewed sense of purpose.  It seemed a long, long time before daylight began to slowly lighten things up, and the Swamps (arguably not the most well-lit place on their best day) stayed deep grey as the day dragged on.  Although the usual heavy fog was in tatters from the rising wind, the sky was so stormy that it was dimmer than even a normal day in the swamps.  Dorian kept the torches lit.
 
   They rowed, and rowed, and rowed.  They had all expected the weather to calm down as the day wore on, but it was growing unmistakably worse.  They were all drenched to the skin, but in the torrid heat that wasn’t much of an issue.  It was the unrelenting energy of the storm that was so disturbing.  The deathly still water of the Swamps was surging now, tossing the canoes around and sending them back a stroke for every two pulls on the oars.  Limbs and logs and various creatures were being flung through the water, helpless in the current, careening off their boats and in the case of the bigger varieties, knocking them off course.  Airborne denizens, ability to navigate destroyed by the growing gale, smashed into them if the humans couldn’t see them coming in time to duck, and the flying branches became a real hazard.  One connected solidly with Banion’s head, snapping in half with a thunderous crack.  Ari turned in his seat in time to see the Merranic scowling at it and rubbing his forehead.  The end that had fallen in his canoe was the size of a small log and would’ve brained a normal human. 
 
   Through the rain, which lashed against them in great sheets, they could make out the Whiteblade canoes.  None of this appearing mysteriously out of the trees today.  They clung within sight of them, paddling skillfully to mirror the party’s path when waves pushed them off course.  Ari didn’t even know how Kai was keeping track of their course.  He personally was so disoriented by the heaving water and the blinding rain and the occasional unhappy swamp bird in his face that he could barely follow Dorian, in the same canoe.  
 
   Suddenly, Banion let out an enormous roar of warning.  Ari swiveled to look at him and his gaze snagged on what was undoubtedly the cause; plunging right toward them at an unbelievable speed was a whole tree, root system clawing the air.  It was almost a dozen yards long, and by some misfortune, they were traveling through an area open enough for it to float almost unimpeded.  One of the two Whiteblade boats upstream from them aimed right toward it, suicidally trying to block it.  A whirl in the quite powerful current caught them—or it—and twisted the two apart.  Which was a relief for the watching Northerners, but didn’t solve the problem rushing toward them.
 
   “Cut the ropes!” Ari heard Dorian screaming faintly.  Of course.  So they didn’t all go down.  Frantically, he disentangled his axe, feeling like he had 25 thumbs.  He took a good swipe, hoping the razor sharp edge would part the rope with just one—and missed completely. Appalled, he set the edge of the blade right against it and began to saw frantically.  Banion was shouting at him to hurry, Cerise was staring unmoving just a few feet from him, her eyes fixed in horror on the arboreal death sweeping towards them, and beyond them, Melkin’s face was fierce as his rope parted under his blade.
 
   Finally, Ari was through and almost instantly the boat behind sprang away, Banion roaring like the entire forces of the Stone were going to battle.  Huge muscles rolling under his soaked tunic, he projected himself and Cerise over the water like a catapult—Ari couldn’t believe the raw power, or the speed.  For a moment, he was reminded so strongly of the Seawolves on the Merranic Fleet Sloop that it seemed perfectly right and proper for the little canoe to ram itself full into that log.
 
   Banion did not spring from the greatest seafarers in the Realms for nothing, though, and this was no heroic suicide run.  He’d hit the tree, floating lethally broadside, at such an angle that the current caught it, straightening it, and reducing the size of the missile hurtling toward them so that the newly mobile canoes could, with a bit of scrambling, avoid it.
 
   Ari sent up a great, roaring cheer, and heard Loren take it up behind him.  He waved his paddle triumphantly at Banion, but the local hero was facing another attack—this one from a furious, reenergized Cerise.  It was impossible to hear what she was saying, but it probably had something to do with using her seat as a battering ram.
 
   Fortunately, it was one of the quieter spells, when the squalls died down, and Dorian got them all together and with considerable difficulty tied back together again.  And they went on.  Rowing and rowing and rowing and endlessly rowing.  Ari had once thought he could row forever.  It was so effortless, and with his big shoulders he had just never once gotten tired doing it.  By afternoon, his deltoids were on fire, cramping so badly he didn’t know how he was going to go on.  Traive kept up a killing pace in front of him, grabbing at the roiling water with his oars, and only Ari’s pride in keeping the rope between them more slack than tight was keeping him going.
 
   Fortunately, there were plenty of adrenaline-producing distractions that helped keep his mind off the discomfort.  Large water-borne missiles became the norm as the day stretched on.  The winds and rain worsened and grew somehow wilder still.  The two Whiteblade canoes upstream moved farther out, to intercept more of the large-scale debris, but the current made for a capricious field—there was still plenty that slipped through or whisked in from the sides.  
 
   They were so busy trying to stay alive that they didn’t notice until several hours afterwards that night had fallen and that they were back to full dependence on the torches.  It was brought to mind by Dorian passing out replacements from her pile.   And the nightmare went on.   And the chaos continued.  And Ari began to wonder if it were the end of the world, or at least if there would ever be another world than this one…this rain-soaked wind-torn tree-tossing ever-twilight world of screaming turmoil.
 
   He couldn’t remember when there had been peace.  He couldn’t remember the sound that silence made.  He couldn’t remember when his shoulders hadn’t ached, though in truth they were so far beyond pain now that he could barely feel them.  Were it not that somebody kept moving the hands on his oars he would have assumed they’d fallen off.  The party hadn’t even taken a moment to eat for over twenty-four hours, and not only was the hunger another ache in his body, but he was getting lightheaded.  
 
   His mind began to drift.  He warded off rats and half-drowned birds reflexively, kept rowing because that’s all he’d ever done…for as long as he could remember, he was pretty sure he’d been rowing.  Hours passed.  Days, years, for all he knew.  And gradually, his dulled mind became aware, again, of that greater Presence, of Something Out There that was aware of him.  It was like he was lying out under the stars again, his mind overwhelmed by the majesty all around him, only this was a quieter, deeper kind of feeling.  He didn’t have the energy for euphoria.  But in his utter weariness, he could see, in a sense.  See all of them down below, as if he’d been pulled up into the heart of the storm.  They were so…little.  In that entire great, deadly, swirling maelstrom, they were specks.  Why, why had they not been killed?  The chances were all against their survival, but that didn’t seem to matter.  Because a different surety was growing in his mind now, the same certainty he’d had the morning they’d found Cyrrh’s only spot of forbidden real estate.  They were being watched over, protected…and cared for.
 
   An eternity passed.  He began to notice something.  He could see his feet.  They’d been missing for hours, swathed in black.  He’d even tried moving them just to see if maybe he’d left them someplace.  But now here they were, growing clearer by the minute right at the end of his legs where they belonged.
 
   It was getting light.  Blearily he looked around.  Not much had changed, except that sometime in the night the rain had stopped.  The local environment was still plenty frisky.  Dorian was looking at him closely and he spent a minute gazing at her.  She was glorious, luminous.  She had risked—what?—on their behalf; it was indisputable that the Whiteblades would have been far ahead by now if they weren’t baby-sitting them.  The new warmth in his heart opened his eyes.  He gave her a dewy look, trying to convey his gratitude, how wonderful she was, how wonderful they all were.  She blinked at him, her eyebrows arching into her hairline.  Shaking her head in concern, she turned back around.
 
   Another infinity passed.  He may have still been rowing.  He was sort of losing touch with himself.  The gloomy shadows of this never-ending world could have been dawn or dusk or anytime in between.  The storm-tossed trees and water all around could have changed slightly or might have been this way since the Upheaval.  Maybe this was the Upheaval, or another one—
 
   This rather unproductive train of thought was broken by an event that had not happened in ages.  Maybe never.  The light around them grew bright, then yellowish.  Ari looked around stupidly.  It was everywhere.  He looked at Dorian for an explanation.  She was directing Traive, scouting while Kai spelled him at the oars, between some very close-growing trees.  And then, he suddenly realized what it was.
 
   The sun was out.
 
   And Traive had jumped out on dry land and was pulling his canoe up and out of the way.  Ari came back to himself with a start.  They were here?  They had made it?  Disbelieving, he forced shoulders suddenly very much in agony just a couple yards farther, then Dorian leaped light as a gazelle off the prow and Kai pulled him in.  Traive wearily helped him up, which was fortunate because his feet, in their wandering out of his consciousness, had forgotten how to do some of their required functions.  Stiff-legged, he walked up the sunny trail a short space—and collapsed.
 
   Dimly, he was aware Rodge, then Loren, had joined him.  He was face down with a vague rapture in the dirt, so he didn’t really see them.  Dirt.  Not water, not even mud.  Just good, stable, dependable earth.  You could plant in dirt.  You could walk on it.  Run on it, ride horses, dance on it.  He sighed happily and, biting his lip against the blades of pain in his shoulders, laboriously rolled over.  Everyone had made it.  Some of them were squatting wearily, rifling through the dripping saddle bags for something to eat.  Dorian sat lithely on her haunches, fixing her glowing yellow hair with movements common to women everywhere.  It was so normal, so comfortable; he could have watched her for hours.
 
   “Well,” Traive said conversationally, “I guess we didn’t quite beat the monsoons.”
 
   Rodge groaned.  “Don’t even mention anything that has to do with rain.  Or water.  At least for a day,” he pleaded thickly.
 
   “I can’t believe it’s over,” Cerise said weakly.  “It’s enough to make you believe in Il.”  Which was such a novelty of phrasing that even Kai looked over at her.
 
   Banion, the only one standing, was rubbing the back of his neck and wincing.  His hair was doing tremendous things all around his head, making him look wild and indestructible.  He rumbled sadly, “If someone handed me a beer, I’d drink it.”
 
   “Well,” a sprightly voice said, “we don’t have any beer, but how about a nice draught of cool, fresh spring water?”
 
   And there, unbelievably bright, refreshing, and gorgeously alive, were Brook and Adama with their horses.  Rodge lifted his head off the ground, gazing hazily at the two.  “I’m dead,” he murmured with throbbing, weary joy.
 
   “No, but you’ll feel like you should be when you wake up tomorrow,” Brook told him.
 
   They passed around fresh venison, still warm from some fireplace, and Ari devoured it.  He had never been so hungry in his life.  They guzzled water like they’d been in the desert rather than drenched by rain for days on end.
 
   “Let’s move away from the Swamp,” Dorian said, eliciting something approaching enthusiasm.  “Camp’s set up just at the top of this hill.”
 
   They should have realized the deception behind this when they were helped to mount up.  The ugly truth was that ‘the top of the hill’ was two hours’ steep ride.  But, then, all they had to do was sit there—except poor Kai—and most of them managed that without troubling too much about staying conscious.  There was no sign of the other Whiteblades.
 
   It was evening when they walked into Camp, and what a beautiful camp it was.  There was lush, green grass, a warm, gentle wind blowing under a sky glowing with the rays of the setting sun, a cookfire over in one corner of the big meadow.  It held a simmering pot that was wafting delicious aromas their way, and a great, collective sigh consumed the group.  The days of darkness were over.  They’d reached paradise.
 
   Dorian paused as they all dismounted, saying clearly into the shimmering evening air, “Thank you, Lord Il, for Thy deliverance.  Ill we deserve it, lavishly you grant it.”  No one objected.
 
   “Rest now,” she said, looking even more noble than usual in the vivid light.  “We’ll stay here a day.”
 
   “I am glad,” Rodge said thickly to her back as she walked away, “that you now realize there are things more important than time schedules.”
 
   “The rush is over,” Traive said drolly.  “The deadline’s been met—or missed, depending on your view of the past few days.”
 
    Imperial General Androssan strode fiercely down the wide corridors of the Palace, his heels thundering as his knee-high boots consumed the marble flooring.  He was furious, guts churning with horror and anxiety, and, in a tiny little corner, a blossom of hope.  Terrible hope, for coming at such a price it could still easily amount to nothing.
 
                 He had been outfoxed at every turn by the Council.  It hadn’t taken them long once they got back from Crossing to ferret out that he was standing the Armies up.  It probably hadn’t helped that they had not been invited to partake of the process, and it was doubtless as much vengeance on Sable as anything that was making them so obstructive.  In the end, it hardly mattered why.  They could not countermand a direct order from the Queen, but they could refuse to pass the laws to supply, outfit, and house the Armies.  He could muster the men and order them to fight…but they’d be doing it on empty stomachs, naked, with no way to get out of the winter weather.
 
                 He’d been arguing for weeks now, calling in every favor he had in the wings and parching his throat pleading in the Council Chamber, but was making about as much headway as a skinny private arm-wrestling a Fleetman.  He just didn’t have enough political muscle to even get the attention of the Council.
 
                 And then…then this.  His stomach jumped again, nauseous with dread.  Yesterday, Lieutenant Waylan, whom he’d sent with the Queen’s entourage to the Ramparts to get a feel for the Aerach military, had returned.  He and a rillian, a captain in the Aerach cavalry, had made it to Archemounte from the Ramparts in three unbelievable weeks.  Even with a change of horses, that was so killing a pace as to border on the fantastic.  But even more so was the news they brought with them.
 
                 The Queen of the North had been taken.  Captured by the Enemy.  It was almost beyond comprehension.  The Rach had had tears in his eyes telling the Council, obviously as horrified as any of them.  It was an unimaginable political embarrassment to lose a visiting Monarch, but the youngster had had such a potent sorrow at the personal loss that Androssan found himself consoling him outside the Council Chamber.
 
                 There had been a night’s frantic discussion while the Council tried to figure out what to do.  The Rach, of course, had already sent out a search party, and Androssan privately doubted that the North could do anything more militarily effective than their Realmsmen on the Sheel.  But that was a private thought—he planned to make just the opposite opinion very, very public in a short time.
 
                 People had been scurrying out of his way ever since he entered the Palace, and now as he approached the Council Chamber, the two guards manning the big double doors took one look at his face and leapt to open them.  That made for a nice, theatrically bold entrance, to be able to stride at full speed right up to the Petitioner’s Stand.  He looked around, eagle-eyed, as he gained the Stand, and smiled grimly to himself.  Funny how politicians descried the military, belittling them as old-fashioned and unnecessary—until violence threatened or bold decisions needed to be made.
 
                 Unfortunately, this didn’t apply to all of them.  Most of the faces were pasty and worried, the eyes dilated and baggy from lack of sleep, but a few—including the Prime’s—were as sleek and controlled as ever.  It was hardly novel to have a Northern politician that would use virtually any situation for political gain, but it didn’t make Androssan despise them any less.
 
                 Channing, determined to take control of the discussion before Androssan could, banged his gavel importantly at his Prime Councilor seat at the head of the table.  “We are gathered here, General Androssan, to discuss the deeply disturbing tidings brought to us by the Rach yesterday,” he began in such affected, stentorian tones that Androssan wanted to stuff that gavel down his self-important throat.  As if perhaps the Imperial General was unaware they’d been in council almost without pause since the messenger had arrived, and had just sort of accidentally wandered into the Council chambers.
 
                 “There is nothing more to discuss,” Androssan said in his boldest parade-ground voice, neatly taking over.  “It is for us to decide now what to do with this grievous news.”  It was a measure of the rampant distress in the room that every face but Channing’s turned eagerly toward him.  The Prime narrowed his eyes, darting them around the table at this loss of attention.  “And now is the time to ready the Armies.”
 
                 There was no pleading here.  He set his voice on full command volume—this was the   only chance he might have, even if it was afforded by the worst possible circumstances.  “We will muster, arm, and supply the Forces, and will move south as soon as we can possibly be ready.  Hopefully,” he added for their sakes, entertaining no such idea, “this can be settled diplomatically.  If not, we will be there to encourage such resolution and to follow it up with whatever is necessary to return our Queen to her throne.”  His voice thundered through the big room and several councilmen nodded approvingly.  Even more of them looked relieved just to have a plan—any plan.  
 
                 For a moment, the thought hung in the air, then Channing spoke, cool and slimy as an eel, to Androssan’s ear.  “My dear General.  It is senseless to go rushing about putting Armies together and moving them all over the Empire without knowing what’s going on.  We need much more information before we can make a decision, especially one of that nature.  It is never effective to fight violence with violence.  We are not thoughtless savages to swing reflexively at a stray arrow.”
 
                 His eloquent, persuasive voice turned undecided heads back toward him and Androssan felt his guts clench with disgust.  If the Enemy were battering at the remnants of the Eastern Gate that man would prefer the Empire to be helpless so long as he could keep political control.  As long as he could convince people—
 
                 People.  The people. Androssan’s mind flung itself on a new thought, and he lasered his attention back to the table.  One Councilor was saying, a little wildly, “It is the Queen, Channing—we must do something.  To stand the Armies up is a sign of action, even if we do nothing with them.”
 
                 “I tell you,” the Prime said with a little laugh, as if soothing upset children, “it is undignified to hurry into preparations with no plan in front of us.  Do you not think the people will see these actions for what they are?  Blind panic!  How is that to send a message of comfort or competence?”
 
                 “But,” Androssan interrupted shrewdly, allowing his face to frown as if troubled, “We cannot crowd the people of Archemounte all winter with soldiers.”  Eyes bulged around the table; one Councilman grabbed the edge as if to steady himself.  Channing looked at him like he’d lost his mind, but it was the table-grabber that said, appalled, “You cannot billet the Army in Archemounte!”
 
                 Androssan looked confused.  “But if you are talking of ‘unhurried preparations’…why, that could mean months before the soldiers could be provided tents and food.  They can’t survive anywhere but in town.”  He shrugged helplessly, as if to say, what’s a General to do?
 
                 The Prime’s face relaxed into a thinly hidden sneer.  He saw Androssan’s gambit now, and saw it as weak.  “We are talking,” he emphasized patronizingly, “of waiting to mobilize at all.  We shall certainly discuss that, in the months to come, as an option.”  He turned to the Council, as if Androssan was no longer part of the discussion and could excuse himself.  “What I propose,” he said with arrogant smoothness, “is that strict silence be kept on this subject.”
 
                 Several men started to object and he raised his elegant white hands.  “Yes, I know.  Such things will circulate rather irresponsibly around the public.  We will accept them, face them head on, for we have nothing to hide, and discount them as rumors.  The Queen, after all, might be returned at any moment.”
 
                 Revulsion rose in Androssan’s gorge like onion stew.  “The people,” he ground out, “might believe me if I tell them otherwise.”
 
                 Channing’s eyes, suddenly hard and ugly, whipped snakelike back to his.  “I am sure, General, you do not want to put yourself on the wrong side of the Council.” 
 
                 “And I am sure,” Androssan answered, forcing his voice into neutrality, “that the Council will certainly not choose this as the best course of action.  After all, the power of rumor should not be underestimated.  And if the Archemountans have soldiers—who are beehives of rumors—billeted with them all winter, in addition to the inconvenience of the arrangement, they’ll be inundated with talk of the Imperial Army going after their Queen.  The Council will not want to be seen as not only doing nothing…but as denying there is anything to do.”
 
                 “He is right.  The Army must be outfitted and moved south.”  This was one of the Councilmen (Culian, who had three teenage daughters), speaking as determinedly as Channing.  Another voice rose in agreement.  Androssan had the power to move the Army into town—that fact worked nightmarishly on politicians thinking of all those enraged constituents that would never reelect Councilmen responsible for such a thing.
 
                 The General didn’t stay for the whole session.  Councils were not only frustrating, boring, and a venomous pit of personal ambition, but he had work to do.  
 
   The Imperial Armies were moving south.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
   They were lolling about in guiltless indolence that next afternoon when a young woman strode nonchalantly into the meadow opposite them.  She sauntered casually over, munching an apple with a distinctly bovine air. 
 
   “Who are you?” she asked with her mouth half-full.  The boys looked back at her a little breathlessly.  All of the Whiteblades were confident, but this one carried it like a sword and shield.  They could feel it approaching like a physical wall as she drew close.  Melkin and Banion both narrowed their eyes and Cerise, who was trying to nap, lifted her hand off her eyes and frowned.
 
   “Who are they?” the girl called back over her shoulder to Jordan and Vashti at the cookfire’s cauldron.
 
   “They’re with Ari,” the answer floated back, and the two headed over, bowls in hand.
 
   The girl’s eyes went wide as her gaze settled on Ari’s.  
 
   “Ari?  Sheelfire!  Little Ari?  I didn’t even recognize you.  How the flames are you?”
 
   Ari blinked.  “You, uh, you have the advantage of me.”  He could feel everyone’s eyes on him.
 
   Her face fell.  She was definitely a Merranic, and a very BIG girl, pointedly muscled through worn, filthy leathers.  An untamed head of orange hair and greenish eyes stared back at him.  “‘You have the advantage of me’?” she repeated in disbelief.  “Does it look like we’re in a torchin’ court?  Ash, man.”
 
   Cerise sat straight up, shocked into full wakefulness by this barrage of profanity.
 
   “That’s what that smell is,” Adama said, walking up.  She’d come into the clearing without any of them even noticing her, so compelling was the presence in front of them.  She was grinning, looking the Merranic girl up and down with affected disgust.  “There’s water all over this country,” she suggested.
 
   “Bathing’s for girls,” the newcomer said in a smirk.  This was apparently a well-trod argument—neither of them were serious.  In fact, there was a marked and general air of irreverence that radiated off the new girl in rather intimidating waves.
 
   “I’ve got some bad news for you,” Adama said, low, and the redhead gave a bark of laughter.
 
   “Warrior,” Dorian’s voice came suddenly across the meadow, followed by her own slender, stately, golden self.
 
   “Dor,” the girl greeted her casually, moving in that swagger to meet her.  “We running a circus here?  You want me to swing through Swamp Town and see if anyone else wants to come along?”
 
   “What did you find in the Sheel?” Dorian asked briskly.  
 
   “Sand.  There’s not a hint of action.  They haven’t heard even a whisper…and they have, well, other things on their mind.”  Whiteblades were gathering around, some grinning at her in greeting, most just listening.  
 
   “You heard about Rox?” the strange Whiteblade said, lowering her voice, and Dorian looked at her sharply.  “She barely made it in time—I mean about four hours later and she would’ve missed her chance.”  Dorian’s golden eyes flicked almost imperceptibly toward the Northerners, and the subject was dropped so smoothly that if Ari hadn’t seen the glance he never would have suspected anything amiss.  “Grace of Il,” she murmured and a sort of echo went around the group.
 
   “All right,” Dorian sighed.  “Get cleaned up and take rearguard—”
 
   “Rearguard?” the stranger said.  Her voice was as big as the rest of her, easily overriding Dorian.  “Why can’t I ever get the fun missions?” she said with mock despair.  “Like Decapitation of the Population of Zkag, or something fortifying like that?”
 
   Dorian looked at her drily.  “Consider it personal development.”
 
   The girl gave her an even look, then her eyes drifted to Banion, who’d come up and was looming rather closer than necessary, eyeing her suspiciously.  “That’s personal development,” she said, jerking her thumb at the Jarl.  He let out a great guffaw before remembering he didn’t approve of Whiteblades, which resulted in a choked off sort of spluttering snort deep in his throat.  The local populace looked at him in alarm.
 
   “Hairball?” the newcomer asked.  “Comes from those grooming choices.”
 
   “Or lack thereof,” Rodge quipped, and she shared a grin with him like they were old buddies.
 
   “Voral,” Dorian said patiently.  “Left flank.”
 
   “Put me on recon, Dor,” the girl drawled in affected distress. “Do you know what comes out the rear of a moving column?”
 
   “That’s where all the action is right now,” Jordan spoke up gravely, as if to reassure her.  “We’ve seen—”
 
   “You little twerp,” she was interrupted with lazy ferocity.  There was a sort of breathless, fast-paced energy to this new girl, a self-possessed intensity so marked that it bordered on the arrogant.  It drew the eye like a magnet and made you listen just to hear what was going to come out of her mouth next.  
 
   She was moving toward the smaller blonde now, demanding half-heartedly, “Where’s my scabbard?”  Jordan began backing out of the meadow, a smile growing steadily on her animated face.
 
   “You lent it to me.”
 
   “That was before the Peace!”
 
   “You can’t take it with you when you leave this earth anyway…”
 
   “I can’t even get it back, let alone take it with me…”  Their voices faded into the surrounding forest.  Novelty for the day apparently over, the Whiteblades faded back to whatever they’d been doing, and Loren and Ari turned to each other with wide eyes.
 
   “You think…?” Loren said doubtfully.
 
   “She had the red hair,” Ari said.  Voral’s red-headed temper tantrums had survived into legend right alongside his—or her—steelskill.  Ari couldn’t forget the way she’d moved across the clearing.  It wasn’t the bold strides of a dominant, self-possessed woman; it was the exact sloppy saunter that any young man without a thing on his mind would use.  You would never have been able to tell that was a woman from her walk.
              “What do you think, Banion?” Loren asked.
 
   Banion was chuckling into his beard.  “She’s Merranic, all right.  Saucy wench.”
 
   “I thought they were witches…” Rodge inquired innocently.
 
   “She’s a Merranic witch,” Banion allowed.
 
   “She’s certainly got the mouth of a soldier,” Cerise said tightly, nostrils flaring.
 
   The rampant laziness continued all day.  The Northerners napped, or had slow and rather witless conversations.  A great spirit of mellowness settled on them.  To the man, they were deeply content just to sit and watch all the female activity.  There was something satisfying about the turn of a shapely leg carrying all those trim figures and waving hairs across the meadow stage set out before them, about the fresh, flower-like faces and bright eyes.  Traive wore a permanent soft smile on his rugged features—and all the Whiteblades seemed to adore him.  Even Cerise, possibly not as enamored with all the female competition—er, presence—only bothered with lukewarm criticism.  The Swamps had leeched that acid bitterness out of her, and like most women, a little wash up and a change of clothes had helped her attitude tremendously.  And in tantalizing promise, a day’s ride up the trail were supposedly the Pools of Tiramina and a full submersion bath.
 
   Rodge was pretend weeping over his saddlebag, sodden and rotting from being soaked in swamp water, and the mushy pieces of Cyrrhidean jerky floating in one of the side pockets, when they heard the singing.  They had all gotten used to the little eccentricities of their crowd of escorts by this time, but this was new.  They were quite sure they had never heard this voice before…and it seemed a little doubtful that Voral could in any way be responsible.
 
   The voice floated, captivating, pure and crystalline, out of the uncultured wilds of wherever they were, coming disappointingly to an end with the appearance of, sure enough, a strange new Whiteblade. As she headed with quiet grace to the cauldron at the cookfire, the Northerners gave a collective sigh of contentment.
 
   “That was beautiful,” Rodge breathed, though he’d not shown a single sign of musical appreciation back in Archemounte.  “And I’m in love,” he added.
 
   “You’re pathetic,” Cerise corrected, without malice.  They seemed to be beyond divisiveness now; they were like the plants in a fairy ring, all connected by unseen runners into one unit.  “I thought you were in love with Brook.”
 
   “That was yesterday,” Rodge said easily.
 
   “Men are simple,” Loren explained drowsily, leaning back in the grass with his hands behind his head.  
 
   “No kidding,” Cerise said.
 
   “We see a girl, we fall in love.  We see another girl; we fall in love with that one.  There’s none of this careful planning about our futures or about the best political match—watch it, Ar!  Is there really the need for that much energy?”
 
   Ari had stood abruptly, heading purposefully toward the fire and the new girl.  His stomach was churning.  He didn’t think anyone else had caught the words of the song she’d been singing, but he…well, he was trying to come to grips with this idea of Il.  
 
   He approached her and wondered, as soon as she looked up at him, what he was doing.  And why hadn’t he practiced talking to girls when he had the chance?
 
   “Hi, Ari,” she said in a musical voice, and his insides quivered like a puppy getting his ears fondled.  She had the sweetest face he’d ever seen.  A soft puff of strawberry blonde hair framed her peaches and cream complexion, and eyes like liquid chocolate surveyed him warmly in the deepening dusk.  They all seemed to know him, but he wasn’t about to make the stupid mistake he’d made with Voral.
 
   He stared at her, tongue-tied and agonized, finally remembering what he’d walked over for.  He blurted out, “What does it mean, ‘I was so lost, I should have died’?”
 
   He’d heard more than that one line, had caught the sense of it—it was a song about Il, and he wanted to know what it meant.  So here he was, looming over her, with a fevered intensity that should have bewildered, if not downright scared her…but she just looked up at him with a tranquil sort of inquiry.  As if having large, strange, awkward young men come up and ask deep theological questions out of the blue was an occupational hazard as a Whiteblade.  
 
   “Well…” she said slowly, “it’s a song…it’s about…” She paused and started again.  “Sometimes a person reaches the point where he sees clearly who and what he is…when he becomes aware of the utter futility of his life and the…the uncleanness of his heart.  He realizes his nothingness, his ineptitude and…his vanity, I guess, in thinking he—or his life—has any value, any meaning, any direction at all.  That’s what the song is talking about.  It’s a feeling so low, so despairing, so…hopeless, it seems like you shouldn’t even be able to be alive and feel like that.”  She smiled at him, completely incongruously for the subject matter, Ari thought, but then she said softly, “That is when Il can finally touch you—when your own walls stop keeping Him out.”
 
   “Rhoda!” someone said in delight, and Ari, staring fixedly at the girl in front of him, jumped.  Dragging his eyes out of the chocolate pools he was lost in, he realized dimly that Sylvar had come up.  He was extraordinarily fond of her—but just now?
 
   She looked between the two of them, her eyes sheening silver in the dusk.  “…Did I interrupt something?”
 
   “No, no,” Ari lied with quick courtesy.  The group of Northerners had all followed him over to the fire anyway.  This conversation was over.  He sighed softly as Sylvar chirped, “When did you and Voral get in?”
 
   “Just,” the girl called Rhoda answered.  “She’s already seen Dor and is out on sentry already, but I was held up.”
 
   “What did you find?” Sylvar asked eagerly.
 
   “It’s quiet.  Voral didn’t sense a thing.”
 
   “I’m not sure I would believe anyone so…undisciplined,” Cerise muttered, just being Cerise.  
 
   Sylvar laughed in delight.  She gave the powerful impression that she looked at the Northerners like strange new pets—harmless, interesting, but prone to do the oddest things…
 
   “Voral’s got the best battle sense in this age or any other.  She can smell a war coming a hundred years out.  If she says it’s quiet, it’s quiet.”  She and Rhoda exchanged amused looks.
 
   “We’ve been told war is inevitable, though,” Melkin said, looking at them with eyes that had seen through a thousand student excuses.
 
   “Our mission was local,” Rhoda explained.  “We just wanted to know what’s up at the Sheelshard.  And there has never been a war fought in the Sheel—it’s no surprise that the one coming will be somewhere north.  The Sheelmen at Zkag have no inkling of our mission, and that’s what we wanted to know.”
 
   “What is our mission?” Banion rumbled innocuously, trying to worm an answer out of the back door since the front was staying firmly closed.
 
   “You will find out far too soon, my large and hair-afflicted friend.  I would enjoy your days of peace while you can!”
 
                   Ari offered his gelding to Cerise again the next morning, which she accepted with subdued thanks and a whiteness around her lips.  That incident seemed like a lifetime ago to Ari.  He moved out with pleasure, scouting up front with Kai, reveling in being able to stride easily across ground that neither sank nor smelled beneath him.  
 
   It was a pretty steep grade, their trail, climbing steadily into the Tamarisks.  Ari hadn’t even known their name, hadn’t known they even existed before the Kingsmeet…but then, he’d found out a lot of new things at the Kingsmeet.  Remembering, he steeled himself for the thousandth time at what he was; it hadn’t seemed so important this last week or so, especially with Dorian’s flattering interest in him.  He’d caught her again for a few moments last night, and with Rhoda’s song echoing uneasily around in his mind, had asked her why the Whiteblades had let him go.  If he’d been given to them ‘by Il,’ whatever that meant, why had they allowed Lord Herron to adopt him?  It had been a short and unsatisfactory conversation, full of rather vague answers indicating that they’d had no intention of keeping him ensconced in a remote  jungle his whole life and that Il’s ways were not the ways of the world.
 
   The deciduous trees began to fade away, and the trail turned rocky as they climbed—a reddish-orange rock, dry and dusty.  The heat increased, but it was a delicious, dry heat, empty of bugs and swampy miasmas, with the cool breezes you find in the mountains.  Occasionally, the ground would drop away off to their left and an infinity of orange-colored sand stretched out as far as you could see to the horizon.  The Sheel. 
 
   Scrubby brush, cedars, pines, and firs began to dominate the landscape, their dark green needles dusted orange close to the trail.  Ari walked with deepening pleasure into the clear, searing heat; it wasn’t the High Wilds, but there was still that feeling of space, of openness, of freedom.
 
   They had stopped to refill their waterskins at a little spring trickling out of a rock face when Irise found them.  Everyone looked up alertly as a sudden suspicious din of birdlife impinged on the quiet mountain air, and within moments a tiny young woman came panting into view.  A crowd of Whiteblades appeared out of nowhere, clustering around from every direction like hounds rushing a food bowl.
 
   She was breathing hard, this new Whiteblade, as if she’d run all the way up the trail from the Swamps, which indeed she had.  Technically, she was no smaller than Sylvar or Nerissa, but her delicate bone-china features made her seem the tiniest they’d seen yet.  Tight black curls were piled enchantingly on her little head, tendrils around her face soaked with sweat.  Enormous eyes, dark and blue as sapphires, stared fixedly at the ground while she caught her breath.  There were great gulps of air going into that petite set of lungs, but she had an athlete’s fine control.  In a very few seconds, she was able to look up at Dorian, while still breathing in a way that would’ve meant death was imminent for any of the Northerners, and say tersely, “Skoline in riot.  Swamps flooded.”
 
   “Yeah, no news there,” Rodge said wryly, leaning interestedly toward her.
 
   “Worse than it’s been in decades,” she continued.  Her big eyes looked directly into Dorian’s for a second.  “Rheine and Saffron are trapped.”
 
   Dorian’s face went very still.  Not a sound was heard amongst all that press of people.
 
   “Cinders,” Voral swore quietly.  Obscenity aside, it seemed to pretty much sum up everybody’s feelings.
 
   Dorian lifted her fair chin, luminous eyes gazing far out over the hills back north, as if searching out what was happening so far away.  “They have little enough time as it is,” she murmured.  Then, as if coming back to the present, she turned and swept the gathered girls with her piercing gaze.  “Arboress, Spear,” she said crisply.
 
   “What do you expect me to do, swim them through?” Brook asked, to grins and chortles, but she and Nerissa were already moving off back down the trail to the north.
 
   “Not her,” Rodge whispered tragically.
 
   “Will they hold us up?” Melkin asked cagily.
 
   “Nothing happens until we are all gathered,” Dorian answered smoothly.  “Let’s get going.”
 
   Camp that night was as if in a different world from the meadow.  But, as it was also a different world from the Swamps, nobody minded.  And Cerise was in a positive ecstasy of ablutional rapture.  She spent two hours in the Pools.
 
   “What is she doing up there?” Loren moaned for about the fifth time.  The rest of the group hadn’t even seen the Pools yet.  When she finally came down the trail, she looked like she had scrubbed every ounce of tan off her skin.  Her pale hair was in the neatest pile they’d seen since Lirralhisa and she had the self-satisfied smile of a freshly cleaned woman anywhere in any world.
 
   The rest of the group tromped past her with nothing save a scowl or two.  It took the men all of about ten minutes, because they had to share the soap, to finish and head back down again.  Except Ari.  He dawdled deliberately, calling out, “Don’t wait,” when the rest of them glanced over at his half-dressed person.  He wanted to be alone just for a minute at this…oasis.  This paradise.  
 
   The Pools of Tiramina were set into the red hills, great western-facing slabs of rock forming the background for the fall of spring water about five yards or so up.  Big slabs formed the ground, too, in this part of the mountains, the crevices between them filling up into two- and three- and four-yard deep pools of the most beautiful turquoise water he’d ever seen.  Palm trees and primordial ferns grew lushly at the edges, and brilliant birdlife swept through the air, riding the cool breezes.  Now, as the sun headed down, its rays turned the place into a scene of such glorious beauty that he could have stayed there forever.
 
   The rocks were blushing, bared to the direct gaze of the setting sun, when a voice said, “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?  It’s one of my favorite places in the world.”  He expected it to be a Whiteblade—who else would it be?—but he did not expect what met his eyes when he turned around.
 
   Long, dark, whipping hair.  Wild, golden-brown oval of a face.  Eyes as dark a grey as dawn before the sun.  He would know her face standing a hundred yards apart, from a thousand years away.  She came to him and he wrapped his arms around her, trying not to do something stupid like sob, and she laughed low and deep in his neck—she was shorter than he would have thought, shorter than she’d seemed in his dream.
 
   He finally released her.  “What do I call you?” he asked huskily.  He’d heard her laugh a hundred times in his memory, knew the sound of her voice now like he’d just heard it saying his prayers with him last night, but he’d forgotten her name.
 
   “Though others call me Mother, I think it might be confusing if you did,” she said mischievously out of that beautiful face.  “My name is Roxarta.”
 
   “You raised me.”
 
   “I did.  You were a terrible child, with the most single-minded desire to find trouble I have ever seen.  I see that’s not changed much.”  Her eyes danced with delight.
 
   His stomach dropped and he felt his smile turn wooden.  “Surely…surely you knew what I was…?”
 
   She looked at him, only her eyes still laughing.  Her face was haunting as a Dra’s in repose.  “We knew very little about you, Ari, only that Il had given you to us for a short while.  I…it broke my heart…to let you go.  But I had to.  What kind of a life could you have lived with us?  No man should grow up surrounded entirely by old women, secluded in a forest far from all that makes a young man’s heart beat fast.  It was for the best—I still believe that…though I have missed you every day of your life.”
 
   He was getting uncontrollably mushy on his insides.  Quickly, he said, “But you know who I am now.  Tell me what is going on.  Why does Dorian want me?  What possible purpose can I have?”
 
   “You have a great destiny in Il’s plan, as we all do,” she answered soothingly, and when he looked at her with his great greenish-blue eyes alight with frustration, she hastened to add, “Ari, please do not ask me anymore.  It is not my story to tell.”
 
   And with that he had to be content.  The sun had set when they finally, hand in hand, picked their way down the rocky trail and came back into camp.  There was a flurry of greetings as Roxarta was spotted, and Ari separated from her to find the northerners.
 
   They were all heading in to the fire to see and hear what was going on, but they stopped at Ari’s excited look.  “That’s her,” he said breathlessly.  “That’s the woman who raised me!”  They stared at him, eyes drifting to Roxarta’s slim, dark-haired figure, and back to him.
 
   “Ari,” Cerise said carefully, “she’s our age.”
 
   ‘Rox,’ as everyone called her, reported to Dorian in private.  The Northerners had to pick up second-hand that the Aerach Ramparts were in an uproar and that Kyr was almost out of his mind with fury and grief and frustration, ‘restless enough to hunt Phoenix,’ as Adama put it, though no one would say why.  
 
     “They’d settle down if they could do a little focused fighting,” Jordan said, and the entire camp echoed agreement.
 
   But Roxarta’s companion was stealing the show while they were waiting to find all of this out.  Yve, a healthy, hearty Merranic with a cap of friendly brown curls and a smattering of freckles, was bent over the fire from the moment they met her.  As unlikely as the necessity of having a Cook would seem to be to an operation like the Whiteblades, that was apparently her role.
 
   She was sublimely gifted, incidentally.  The cookfire became, for the rest of the trip, the very center of activity.  It saw more business and population density over the next several weeks than all the fires of the long months of the Northerners’ whole trip.  The northerners themselves weren’t exactly strangers.
 
   It was the day after Roxarta and Yvetta had come in that Ari became aware of the faint rumbling behind them.  It was more a vibration or a sense than an actual sound, but there’d been a whole aviary’s worth of bird calls flying around for the past couple of hours, so he knew something was up.  When Dorian pulled them over earlier than usual that afternoon, he was sure it had something to do with it.
 
   Yve was always an hour or so ahead of them now, so they had the luxury of riding into camp with the fire and dinner already started—difficult to get used to, but one did what one could.  The rumbling grew all the way through dinner, and just as the light was softening into evening, the source finally came into sight.
 
   It was a herd of horses, and at their head rode a proud, straight-backed woman on a coal black stallion.  She had the narrow face and dark hair, pulled into two midnight braids on each side of her face, of a Rach, but eyes that color green had never been seen outside Cyrrh.  Every inch of her was covered with dust, except those eyes, and when she slipped off the stallion’s bare back and came walking toward Dorian and a gathering crowd of Whiteblades, it puffed off of her with every step.
 
   She also had a pronounced air of self-assurance.  She walked straight up to Dorian and extended her hand, palm out, fingers spread.  Very formally, Dorian did the same, their fingertips meeting in what must have been the Whiteblade greeting.  Watching it unfold so clearly, Ari realized he’d been seeing it for days now.  They all did it; he’d just assumed it was some fond form of hand-clasping.
 
   “Verrena,” Dorian said business-like.
 
   “Dor,” the woman opposite her said.  She had a quiet, strong voice.  “I got held up at the Western Wings.  The Rach hadn’t seen the horses in a while.”  Taciturn as a Dra, her words still brought rueful laughs from everyone around.
 
   After a few seconds she added slowly, “Spirit wouldn’t come.”  This was apparently bad news.  Everyone sobered, looking at her quietly.  Dorian swallowed hard, which was the equivalent of a Northerner screaming, “What?!” but didn’t say anything.
 
   Voral broke the clearly troubled tension by drawling, “Well, what good are you?  A Rider who can’t even catch horses?”  A smile pulled at Verrena’s dusty countenance, and she stretched her hand out to greet her.  “Voral.”
 
   Dorian’s eyes were on Adama, who was pulling somberly at her lower lip.  She met her gaze with her own apple-cider tart one.  “The Ways of the Empress have ever diverged from ours,” she said slowly.  “It should not surprise us to see it here again, now.”
 
   “He has been with the herd since the Peace,” Verrena said quietly.  “Why leave now?”
 
   Silence permeated the wide, open space they were making camp in, disturbed only faintly by the homey sound of horses slurping at the nearby spring or chomping hungrily at the wiry yellow grass.
 
   Adama raised her chin.  “The Empress will be there,” she said quite firmly, as if reassuring them all.  “And if she is not in need of Spirit afterwards…well, we also will not be in need of the horses.”
 
   This brought a few snorts and a chuckle or two, and then people began drifting back to Yve and the food, Verrena and Dorian walking close together and talking low.
 
   The Empress.  In these lazy days drying out from their saturation in the Swamps, Ari had forgotten their real mission (which had shown a remarkable tendency to stay obscure).  The Empress…the Statue that had drawn them all this space and time across the Realms, that hadn’t even existed in that form for months before it had been a glare in Melkin’s eye.  Was she to remain an enigma until they walked into Zkag and were finally introduced?  How exactly was the whole Sheelshard thing going to work, anyway?  If the Sheelmen would kill them if they caught them…did that mean they were going to sneak into the very center of Sheelman civilization?  That seemed to defy belief.  And even if the Whiteblades could do it—and there didn’t seem to be much beyond them—most of the northerner group was definitely not in the same survival skill class.    
 
   Mind churning ponderously, unwilling to join the rather raucous group around the fire, he wandered thoughtfully out into the meadow.  A short distance away, the horses were rolling and grazing and doing horse things, Verrena’s stallion guarding them alertly.  They had the fine bones and glossy, jewel-toned coats of Aerachs, and every one of them a beauty, worth a small fortune in the North.  
 
   The stallion blew out his breath at him, shaking his silky black mane in warning as Ari approached.  Ari’d never been afraid of horses, though, even when very young, and he’d never known one that didn’t eventually come to him.  This one was a little stubborn, his powerful, slender legs sidestepping him away when Ari got too close.
 
   “Fine,” Ari said, low and soothing.  Smiling, he moved past him towards the herd, which wasn’t nearly as suspicious.  The stallion objected behind him, realizing he’d been outfoxed, but by then, Ari was wandering into the midst of those gleaming sides and lustrous manes and tails.  Some of them nuzzled him, most ignored him, and he gazed around in wonder.  Even through the faint coating of reddish dust that hadn’t been completely scrubbed off yet, they were gorgeous animals.  There was a softly golden palomino with a glow like a halo in the fading sunlight.  A gorgeously dappled grey with pure white mane and tail.  A bay the color of oozing blood, he was so red.  Looking closely at them, Ari frowned—almost half the herd were stallions.  But then, why would he expect the Whiteblades to lay claim to a herd of horses that followed normal rules of nature?
 
   “You’re a brave man,” a woman’s voice said quietly behind him.  He turned, surprised to see Verrena, cleaned up and looking at him unsmilingly.  In the soft gloaming, his senses seemed muted, as if he was half-asleep, and she was like a dream…all soft edges and glowing eyes.  The comfortable munching and blowing and tail-swishing of the horses was almost hypnotically calming.  “A kick from one of these hooves could kill you.”
 
   “I’m not afraid of horses,” he answered, his voice deep and mellow.  
 
   Slowly, she joined him at the side of the cream-colored mare he was petting, close enough he could smell her wild, clean scent.  “Nor I,” she said softly.  
 
   His awkwardness had faded, too.  Maybe it was the night.  Maybe it was the utter confidence of this particular Whiteblade.
 
   “You’re a Rach?” he asked, for something to say, and was mildly surprised when she shook her braids.
 
   He was even more surprised when she said, “My father was a Dra.  My mother was    Cyrrhidean.”
 
   “I didn’t think Drae…rode.”
 
   She turned to look directly up at him, her eyes green as spring leaves in the warm dusk.
 
   “They do not ride…out of shame, for a long past dishonor.  Il frees us from those burdens.  He takes our shame on Himself…and destroys it.”
 
   He stared at her, benumbed, his senses so full of her presence that his mind was having to race to deal with the import of her words.  He’d been born with a little shame of his own that he’d rather not be thinking about right now.
 
   “How…nice,” he managed finally, trying to sound neutral.  A casual night, a casual conversation—and suddenly they were as deep into theology and his inner life as if they’d known each other for years.  He didn’t know quite what he thought about that, with all its suddenness. 
 
   “It is not a distant occurrence that happens just to other people,” she said drolly, reading him very correctly.  “It is a service He provides for everyone…”
 
   “I…haven’t done anything to deserve that…” Ari laughed self-consciously.  He was so far from what he’d seen in Illian devotion—he wouldn’t really even consider himself, you know…if it came right down to it…
 
   “No,” she agreed.  “None of us have.  It is a gift.”
 
   He stared at her.  “There’s nothing given for nothing.”
 
   “You sound like a Northerner,” she said dryly.  “A lot of them decline His joy and the peace of life with Him for that very reason.  Sometimes it’s easier to cling to ‘too good to be true’ than it is to accept truth itself.”
 
   “It’s not like I don’t want it,” Ari protested.  How had they gotten into this conversation when seconds ago he’d been so relaxed and happy he could have draped himself over one of these beautiful backs and snored?  “But you can’t just wake up one day and say, “OK, today I’m going to be an Illian.  It wouldn’t mean anything…” he trailed off, a little flustered to think that that was exactly what he had done when he remembered that he’d been raised by nuns.  
 
   “You are right.  You cannot.  The secret to being an Illian…is Il.  It’s about what He does, and has very little to do with what YOU do…”
 
   That made no sense at all.
 
    “It is like being trapped in the bottom of a deep well,” she said, eyes drifting off of his face and into the thick, warm night.  “The only way out is a rope that must come from the top.  Some people spend their whole lives denying they are in a well.  Some deny there is a rope.  And some realize the well is filling with water or want something more out of life than a small, dark, enclosed space…and look up.   And ask for the rope to be lowered.”
 
                They looked at each, for a minute, an hour, an age.  Ari couldn’t remember later.  He just  remembered he felt all murky and unclear inside.  
 
                Maybe because she was looking back at him so steadily, so expectantly, he said, “I don’t know if I…I can do that.”  His voice was very low, and hers was even more so when she replied, “You are right to be afraid.  His love will change your life…and turn it upside-down and backward from all you thought you knew.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
   At lunch the next day, Ari wandered over to the edge of the trail.  The escarpment plunged abruptly here, and in a break of the brush and trees, you could walk right to the edge.  It was a heady feeling, standing there on the edge of the world.  Far below, at the seam of mountain and desert where there were sharp, crusty wallows of dry river beds, rank after rank of the feathery tree-bushes that gave the mountains their name were in full bloom.  It was like a delicate pinkish-white lace edging the skirt of the reddish hills.  And then, beyond, like a magnet that drew his eyes, lay the endless stretches of glowing sand.  He wasn’t sure the attraction was all healthy…it was, he couldn’t help thinking bitterly, his homeland.  
 
   “It’s probably not a good idea to silhouette yourself for too long,” Dorian’s smooth voice said next to him.  “We are trying to escape detection for as long as we can.”
 
   “The Sheelmen’ll probably just think it’s one of their own,” Ari said, not very civilly.
 
   He felt her eyes on him like a physical pressure.
 
   “Petulance suits you ill,” she remarked.
 
   He didn’t follow when she turned away, his tanned cheeks warmer than just the heat of the sun could account for.  Petulance?  She knew what he was.  It wasn’t like he was throwing a tantrum over not getting a sweet.  But shame twisted uncomfortably in him.  He didn’t know why he was in such a horrible mood, why he couldn’t stop thinking about his conversation with Verrena, why his past should be haunting him again now when his most fervent daydreams had come true and life had a purpose again.  Much more than it had before, actually.  
 
   When he stepped back out of sight, Kai was there.  The Dra glanced at him—the equivalent of a long gaze into the soul—and said, “You have been made as was intended.”
 
   Normally, the Dra was the most undemanding company imaginable, but that comment was enough to make Ari glower at him.  It smacked uncomfortably of divine purpose to his sensitized ear.  It was several moments of characteristic silence later that he added, “What you become is largely up to you.”
 
   Great.  Just what he needed.  More moralizing.  Did he have a big sign on his forehead today proclaiming helpless child in need of instruction?
 
   He didn’t stay there long after Kai left, not finding the company to his liking, and headed back to the fire. He almost ran into Voral, who was coming in off whatever duty she’d been on.  
 
   “Voral—” Jordan began as soon as she noticed her.
 
   “One more word about gravitational equilibrium and you’re flying over the cliff for illustrative purposes.”
 
   Still open-mouthed from whatever she had been going to say, Jordan began to smile.  “You completely underestimate the power of the expanded mind.  Do you really think there’s no more to life than a backswipe or the underhand chin-cut?”
 
   “We’re not communicating here,” Voral answered heavily, sinking into a powerful squat by the fire and tearing into a tender piece of grouse off the make-shift grill.
 
   “Jordan’ll do enough communicating for the both of you,” Yve said, raising a circle of chuckles.  She was bending over something involving baked apples and sugar crust that had Ari’s mouth watering despite his full stomach.
 
   “Warrior,” Dorian’s regal voice cut through the banter like a hot knife through a lump of lard.  “Has there been any sign of the Hand?”
 
   “None,” she growled around a chunk of gristly fowl.  She glanced up, shrugging her shoulders at Dorian’s piercing look.  “I don’t have Ash’s eyes,” she protested obscurely. 
 
   Verrena rose gracefully from her crouch nearby, her long, slender body giving the impression more of a sabre than a sapling.  Like the Drae, there was something about her that made her movements seem important, her words worth listening to—whatever it was, when she spoke everyone usually listened.
 
   “Let me take their horses and meet them,” she suggested.
 
   Voral gave her a look over the remnants of grouse.  “What for?  We’ve gotta wait for Rheine and Saffron anyway.”
 
   But Dorian’s eyes had narrowed, and after a minute’s silence, she nodded.
 
   Verrena turned swiftly, moving to the side of her black stallion grazing nearby and mounting all in one seamless flow of motion.  She headed him right in to the nearby herd and, in a matter of seconds, had cut out three other horses.  As they were riding by, a greyish dun stallion, a chestnut that shone like polished brass, and the darkest caramel-colored palomino Ari had ever seen, Dorian called after her:
 
   “Be back in two weeks, Rider.  No more.”
 
   She raised a slim brown hand in acknowledgement and disappeared down the trail back north.
 
   The rest of the Northerners began to mount up, too, reluctantly, as all the Whiteblades were melting away back to their various sentry duties.
 
   “I hate it when they leave,” Rodge remarked, in a general and all-encompassing way.  Cerise rolled her eyes.
 
   “I thought there were five Whiteblades in the Hand of Mercy,” Loren said.  “She only had three horses.”  
 
   “Dorian’s one of them,” Banion growled, provoked at all the sorcerous goings on and in no better mood for having to constantly explain them.  
 
   “And the other is Rheine,” Ari said slowly.  “The Chieftess.”  And then, because his tone of voice was making everyone look at him, he added briskly, “One of those trapped in the Swamps.” 
 
   He was relieved when Loren, on top of his game today, continued, “Traive—where are your Fox?  I haven’t seen any of them in ages.”
 
   The Lord Regent shot him a sardonic glance.  “They haven’t been around since before the Swamps.”
 
   “You lost them?” Loren said.
 
   “The Ivory probably asked them to return to the Torques,” he chuckled.  Everyone else in the party goggled at him.  He shrugged.  “The Ivory are held in great esteem in Cyrrh.  It is not unlikely that they could’ve proven quite…persuasive.”
 
   “It’s a good trade-off,” Rodge murmured contentedly.  Several pairs of eyes lingered for a moment on the panorama of feminine loveliness on its way out of camp.
 
   But Banion said, “You don’t have any tighter control over the men under you?”
 
   “It was no doubt in their best interests,” Traive said comfortably.  Despite Banion’s faint disapproval, Ari had to agree…those Swamps were a death walk.  
 
   He looked restlessly at Kai, on foot up ahead, and longed for something similar to do.  Ari had tried to join him this morning.  He’d slapped his brown on the hindquarters in the direction of the herd, since Cerise had been given a spare, and the brown (gelding or no, such a lovely group of mares was nothing to curl your lip at) had been happy to go.  But the horse had been stopped peremptorily by Dorian, who managed to walk him back without having to bother with that silly bridle thing the rest of them had to use.
 
   “Ride, please, Ari,” she said quietly, though he was well aware it wasn’t a request.  He may have had a rebellious look in his eye, because she granted him an explanation.  “These hills are still dangerous, though you may feel you have been through the worst there is.  If we are attacked, you must be able to run with the rest of the party…you especially.”
 
   Well, what was he supposed to say to that?  It was very difficult to look into those perceptive eyes and not feel childish and petty even when you weren’t acting that way.
 
   But the hours and the days passed safely.  Despite the calm faces of their escort, tension sifted inexorably into the increasingly anxious days.  They were racing south and trying to stall for the missing members at the same time, and it was making Ari aware of the same disconnect inside of him.  It was to the south that his purpose lay…but he was not altogether sure he was ready for the end of this trail yet.  Who was he?  Who was he to Il?  Who was Il?  
 
   He was arguing a fine point of the Battle of Montmorency with Banion and Loren one afternoon when his unspoken wish for a little distracting action came true.  He had just turned to look at Loren when a Whiteblade sailed between them at eye level.  They blinked at each other—they were on horseback—before thinking to follow her trajectory.
 
   Their jaws dropped.  It had been tiny Irise, the airborne one, and she had plowed into some monstrous, beaked, gangly-looking winged thing that had crept up behind them so silently they hadn’t even known it was there.  As they watched, she spun up from the ground where she’d landed, twirling like a dust devil, feet flying into the creature—bird—thing’s face.  There was no sound yet, no cries of alarm, no screams.  Ari and Loren sat gaping on oblivious horses as the delicate little china doll summarily dispatched this huge, ugly bird-thing.  To their credit, it was happening rather rapidly, but she’d slashed the creature’s throat, spun, fitted an arrow to her little bow and fired at another one rising from the trees behind them, calling out in rising warning, “Dor-i-AN!” before the boys made a sound.
 
   “There’s giant bird things!” Loren crowed, not really of much clarification, but their reflexes were so well trained at this point that it was really the panic in his voice that was most effective.
 
   “Attack!” Ari cried at the same time, which he thought later seemed much more dignified.
 
   “Scrub condors,” Dorian glanced back and said, as if someone had asked what was for dinner.  “Let’s go!”  She took off in a sprint—their way led right across a big open space—and they all put heels to their horses and followed.  They’d reached the trees on the other side when Kai came pelting back past them, and Ari, looking behind him, felt his heart plummet.  Rodge was still back there, right in the middle of the meadow fooling around with his horse.
 
   His gelding was no stag, but he was the nimblest horse Ari’d ever been on.  He was almost thrown off when he yanked back on the reins, the little brown skidding to a halt almost on his haunches, and had to grab on to the saddle to keep up with it when he turned it back the way they’d come.  He’d barely gotten reseated—his little half-blooded Aerach could really move—when he frantically pulled back again, trying to stop in time to be of some use to Rodge.
 
   Rodge had fallen off in their dash across open ground and was trying to remount Radish, whose eyes were rolling wildly and fearfully behind him.  And over the tree line, coming into view just as Ari looked, was a monstrous one of those things in flight.  Later, with the detachment of hindsight, he could say that it was nowhere near as terrifying as a gryphon.  Its wingspan was less than half, and there was nothing even approaching that lethal ferocity that they’d seen gleaming from gryphon eyes in Cyrrh.  However, at the time, to see those leathery wings spreading out a man’s length to either side of the long, sharp beak, and the big, spread, clawed talons, and to stare into those dead avian eyes—was quite stimulating.
 
   “Rodge!” Ari yelled—as that helps a man remount—and pulling the terrified brown up near the pony, reached over its back and pulled Rodge bodily up into his saddle.  The thing swept toward them on ghostly wings, filling the sky like a big, dry, brown storm of fear.  Where had Kai gone?  Ari swatted the pony on his haunches and screamed, “RUN!”  
 
   There was no way, under normal circumstances, that pony could’ve kept up with that half-Aerach.  But fear is a wondrous equalizer, and as they raced away from the swooping monster there was so much combined adrenalin release among them it could’ve fueled a whole herd of fat ponies.  Still, time seemed to slow to a crawl.  Ari was sure that thing could fly faster than they could run.  He was sure he could feel its hot bird breath on his back, feel the wind from its wings fanning his fevered face.  
 
   And then he saw one of the Whiteblades appear suddenly just ahead of them.  She was poised composedly, bow drawn and arrow pointed barely over their heads—and right in their path.  It was Vashti, the Brown Beauty, her fine braids stirring a little in the breeze.  Yanking frantically on the reins, he swerved barely in time to avoid flattening her, so close her cloud of unbraided hair brushed his sleeve.  Again he got the brown turned; the horse was soaked, slick with lather as much from ffright as all his acrobatics around the meadow.  He rushed back.
 
   “Come on!” he shouted down at Vashti, whose clear brown eyes were fixed on two more of the beasts.  He didn’t know what had happened to the one that had been chasing them.  She glanced up at him, surprised.  Hurriedly, she waved him on, her swift hands already nocking another arrow.
 
   “I’m not leaving you!” he cried stubbornly.
 
   A dozen yards away, the other Dra, Atlanta, was watching them as she notched and pulled her bow.  “Do not tarry,” she cried in warning, with that charming understatement they all seemed to have.  In one liquid move, she pivoted her torso around the tree bole and let fly with her arrow.
 
   Almost impatiently, Vashti grabbed his arm and swung up behind him, so athletically that he hardly felt her weight.  Instantly, he released the brown, who’d been throwing his head at the restraint, and they plunged once more across that big field at a wide-open run.  Ari felt her legs like iron pincers around his thighs, and then, unbelievably, the twang of her bow almost in his ear.  At full speed, on a galloping horse.
 
   Then they were in the trees at last and she was shouting, “Slow down!” or something like it, and he gently pulled back on the reins.  It took the lathered gelding a good bit to finally come to a walk, and even then he pranced nervously, eyeballs rolling anxiously back behind them.  Ari patted the wet neck with a new sense of appreciation.  He wasn’t sure he could’ve gotten a stag to turn back and rush right into the face of those monsters.  They came around a corner in the trail, and found everyone milling around under the safety of thick cover.  
 
   Several looks of relief greeted him, Rodge’s included.  “I lost you,” he said, in Northern-style gratitude.
 
   Dorian strode up to them.  “Archer,” she demanded, though she was staring fixedly and without much pleasure at Ari.
 
   Vashti vaulted lightly off his horse.  “He said he wouldn’t leave without me.”
 
   Dorian cocked her head at him, eyes flashing.  “One of those, are you?  Rox,” she snapped.  That Whiteblade was standing nearby, but courteously wiped the laughter off of her face when he glanced over at her.  “Got it,” she answered, and then, at Ari’s bewildered look, assured him, “You were raised right.”
 
   Dorian pulled him aside that night.
 
   “Ari, please leave the chance-work to the Followers,” she began.
 
   “If I hadn’t gone back for Rodge, he could be dead right now,” he protested, knowing exactly what she was going to fuss about.
 
   “There were Followers there that you weren’t even aware of,” she told him, and he thought guiltily of Atlanta, in the trees.  “It is their pleasure to take care of these things.”
 
   “I’m tired of just being…babysat,” he said, not very complimentarily.  She looked at him for several seconds before saying, “The courage that will be demanded of you is of a different sort than these…acts of physical bravery.  There are plenty of trials and deeds and challenges ahead of you—just be patient.”
 
   He didn’t know why, but a cold shiver went down his back.  There was something…meaningful…about the glance she’d just given him, as if…
 
   “What do you know about me?” he asked, very low.
 
   She met his gaze with her own direct one.  “That is not my story to tell.”
 
   “Then whose is it?” he demanded.  “If I am so all-important to this mission, why didn’t you all come get me years ago, before the Empress…before things got down to the last minute?  Why did you wait for me to get almost killed in my dorm room and then wander all over the Realms before suddenly deciding that I had to be here, right now?”  Frustration sizzled through his voice, made worse, in a way, by her composed and distinctly uninformative face.  He sighed harshly.  “Will I ever find anything out—maybe before I don’t pass one of these ‘challenges’ coming my way?”
 
   She let his resentment fade off for a moment before answering.  “She is coming, who has your story.  Were you really that happy to find out that which you do know?”
 
   That made him feel miserable and about five and he apologized and they walked back to camp.  And he spent the rest of the night acting normal and feeling like his insides were being raked up like leaf mould.  Where was this peace Il was supposed to bring?
 
   It was deeply satisfying on a pure frustrated-testosterone level to witness the next afternoon’s swordplay.  He would’ve felt better if he’d been holding the weapon himself, but, then, he probably wouldn’t have lived to tell about it.
 
   Voral rotated in again, and this time, after grabbing an apple and barely avoiding a hand slap from Yve, happened to glance up and see Kai.
 
   “Kai, Old Man!” she bellowed in delight.  They were lunching in a rather large cleared spot off the trail, and Kai had come in for a bite and a word with Melkin.
 
   He looked up at her alertly, his eyes glittering unreadably in that impassive face.
 
   “You’re skinnier than a diseased courtesan,” she remarked, slouching over and chummily whalloping him on one iron bicep.  “Don’t you eat?”
 
   They stared at each other for a few minutes and then, a smile growing on her strong face, she winked and said softly, “How ‘bout a little practice round?”
 
   You didn’t have to look very hard to ascertain a touch of interest glittering in Kai’s eyes.  Apparently they were speaking some wordless language unknown to the rest of them.  They stared at each other for another few seconds, Voral chomping that apple with an utter absence of manners.  Then, as if planned, with quick, eager movements they both strode over to an empty spot of ground and turned to face each other, Voral shrugging out of her extra weaponry.
 
   Ari and Loren shot each other one excited look of disbelief and jumped up to watch.  
 
   “Ah, smoking ruins, here we go,” Rodge moaned.  “I’ll be hearing about this for weeks.”  But he got up with Traive and Melkin and Banion.
 
   “Watch closely,” Traive said quietly to the boys, rugged face smiling broadly.  “It’ll be the only time you’ll ever see a Dra on defense.”
 
   “You don’t need to encourage them,” Rodge told him.  “They’ll probably tear their retinas out, they’ll be staring so hard.”
 
   Kai, very carefully, drew one of his double-hipped swords.  They didn’t even see Voral draw.  The steel was just in her hand.  She was still noisily munching her apple.  She brought the tip up, testing Kai with a flick of her wrist, and his blade jumped almost a foot before he could stop it.  They began exchanging thrusts, quick, small, fine movements of beautiful control and shocking strength.  They grew faster, a flurry of strokes that the eye could hardly follow—one caught Kai off guard and knocked his blade out again before he could control it.  The speed increased still more, a blinding flash of blade on blade, the movements only a little wider, the feet hardly moving, the apple still, amazingly, going into the mouth.  It was breathtaking, such superb control.  Ari felt his heart pounding.  One slip, one miss, and there was enough force there to shear an arm off.  Finally, breathlessly, it came to an end, Voral grinning pleasurably and Kai breathing as deeply as if he’d taken a sprint around the meadow.
 
   The boys laughed, shaking their heads.   “That was incredible,” Loren murmured happily.  They’d been ardent observers of every sword ring at every festival that ever passed through Harthunters, and never had they seen such finesse.  Granted, what they were used to were back country affairs, but still…
 
   Traive chuckled at them.  “That was the warm-up.”
 
   Voral threw her apple core away.
 
   There was a moment of perfect stillness.  An unbearable tension began to mount.  Kai poised as sleek and alert as a hound on the hunt, she like a dancer.  All her slouching, sloppy, thoughtless-youth thing was gone, replaced by a terrible, imminent force.
 
   She lunged, surprising everybody.  Even Kai’s lightning fast reflexes barely carried him out of the way, and then he had to parry a beautiful back-hand swipe.  As still and finely controlled as the previous few moments had been, so the next were broad and sweeping.  She used her body like a man, with none of the instinctive frontal protection that you usually see with women, using it to dominate space, to block and hurl and throw her opponent off balance.  Within seconds, Ari realized this was no hand-on-your-hip, feet-in-the-right-position tournament match. She whirled and darted, the sword arcing in impossible angles and spirals through the air—Kai was being attacked by a whirlwind.  The speed was every bit as fast as before—it just involved her whole body—and the blade in her hand was a blur of steel impossibly agile, as if it had a mind of its own.
 
   Ari, heart in his mouth, watched in growing fascination.  She followed NO rules.  The grace, the rapidity…it was like a deadly, inescapable dance.  She’d be denounced as a street fighter at any tournament, but she wasn’t fighting dirty so much as…pragmatically, like someone who knew what it meant to trade blows for real.  She wasn’t working to gather points on technique, she was assaulting—!  
 
   A cold chill traced down his back.   Assaulting…  He glanced at the rest of the group.  Neither Melkin nor Banion were smiling.  They stood grim, shocked, eyes narrowed at the unlikely scene playing out in front of them.  
 
   He knew what was so unsettling about it, knew it instinctively, down in his gut. It wasn’t just that he’d never seen a street fighter so good or with such ‘independent style.’  It wasn’t her ‘technique’ or ‘signature moves’ or any other tournament jargon; she was fighting…to kill.  Like she knew what it meant.  This wasn’t a matter of learning skills in a ring; she fought with experience.  
 
   “Enough!” a sharp voice cut through his thoughts, and he jumped, he was so on edge.  Instantly, Voral leaped away from her onslaught and the two stared at each other warily through their hot blood, talking with their eyes until they both, slowly, sheathed blade.
 
   Kai had been bladed, Ari saw with alarm, and was immediately grateful he hadn’t had worse.  His ridged torso was sleek with sweat and a couple lines of red were starting to show up.
 
   “Bring her over here.”  It was Dorian’s voice, as commanding as Ari had ever heard it.  He’d forgotten everything but the spectacle before him even after it had been interrupted.  Turning around now, a scene that took even the recent fight out of his mind met his eyes.  
 
   Irise had been wounded.  Tiny, exquisite, sapphire-eyed Irise, who had come panting up the trail days ago to tell them two of the Whiteblades were trapped in the Swamps, was now being carefully carried into the clearing by Rhoda and Roxarta.  Her fine little head with its masses of black curls hung limply, and across her back in horrible obscenity a great, gaping slash through the leathers surged with blood.  Ari saw the sickening flash of rib as they lowered her to the ground.  Yve dashed over, wadding cloth into the wound.
 
   “Healer,” Dorian said with low-voiced intensity, to a Jordan that had whirled and gone moments ago.
 
   “Irise,” Rhoda said worriedly, kneeling in front of her.  She gently slapped her, rather tricky since she was face down, and used one of the cloths to prop the tiny nose up out of the dirt.  “IRISE!”
 
   “What happened?” Dorian said crisply.
 
   Rhoda stood, readjusting her weaponry.  She was dirty, her face streaked with sweat and reddish dust, her tunic soaked crimson with blood.  But she reported calmly, “Tarq.  Half-dozen.  They were on to our trail.”
 
   Dorian looked down her nose at her.  “You couldn’t handle six Sheelmen?”  Her tone was completely neutral, strongly discouraging of excuses.
 
   Irise stirred at their feet, not moaning in pain, which is what Ari thought he’d be doing, but saying with clear exasperation, “Tricky devils.”
 
   Rhoda looked glum.  “Things got complicated.”
 
   Rowena came flying, soft and swift as a dove on the wing, ignoring everybody and everything but the little prone figure.  “Hot water, please, Yve,” she said quietly, even as her fingers flew, capable as Voral’s steel, over the horrible wounds.
 
   The boys turned away as she lifted shredded leather and shredded flesh, revealing all sorts of internal parts that just, really, shouldn’t see the light of day.  Rodge gagged.
 
   Tense silence filled the clearing, then Rowena sat back from her examination, adeptly extracting wads of bleached cotton bandaging—shockingly white next to all their worn clothing—from a bag at her side.  She used it to wash and then pack the gash.
 
   “How long?” Dorian asked curtly.
 
   “Two weeks,” Rowena answered professionally.  “And she should not be moved for a week of it.”
 
   “We do not have that kind of time, Healer, and she should not have gotten herself bladed to begin with.”
 
   “I am completely unappreciated,” Irise was heard to observe.
 
   “Don’t talk,” Rowena told her without any evidence of compassion.  “You’ll make the bleeding worse.”
 
   Atlanta came streaming with liquid Dra grace into the clearing.  She was breathing hard but not desperately, her great bow and an arrow held ready in one hand.  Dorian turned to her sharply.
 
   “Clear,” she panted.  Her eyes were almost black, beautiful and bewitching in their alertness.  “Isolated patrol.”
 
   Ari realized their camp was almost completely deserted.  There was no sign of Voral or Kai; even Yve was gone from the fire. 
 
    Voral came briefly back in later, gathering up the pile of weapons she’d dropped before the bladeplay.  She looked blatantly disappointed.  She walked over to where Irise lay unmoving and face down, which Ari thought looked terrible, like she was dead.  The northern group sat a little ways from her, doubly subdued by the day, and glancing unhappily over at her once in a while.
 
   They were definitely close enough to hear Voral’s big voice say.  “You’re pathetic.  What were you thinking?”
 
   Irise turned her head and regarded the large foot a few inches from her face.  “I really felt it was my best option at the time,” she said thoughtfully.  Ari wondered if she’d had something for the pain.  She was awfully calm.
 
   “That is because you are a suffocating idiot, and your head is full of cotton,” Voral said, enunciating clearly.
 
   “I can’t backswipe, Voral.  My shoulder joints don’t move like that.  We’ve been over this—”
 
   “DO NOT TALK.”  Rowena came out of nowhere like an avenging angel, coming to a stop in a hover over Irise.  “You’re disturbing her,” Rowena told Voral.  “She mustn’t move.”
 
   The big Merranic just looked at her.  “Disturbing her or disturbing you?  ‘Cuz she seems fine.”
 
   “Both.  When I need your medical opinion, I shall seek you out.  Go away.”
 
   “What’s the matter?” a voice said almost in Ari’s ear, and he jumped.  Adama had joined their circle, one of the few Whiteblades they’d even seen that evening; it was obvious everyone was on high alert.  “You all look like you’re at a funeral.”  She plopped a plum in her mouth and surveyed them brightly.
 
   “What is the matter with everyone?” Cerise asked with a touch of her old waspishness.  “They’re treating Irise like she’s dirt.  Does the healer not realize how serious that injury is?”
 
   Adama looked over at Rowena on the other side of the fire.  “Probably,” she decided.
 
   “Will she be all right?” Loren asked, blue eyes wide.  Adama smiled at him.  “Yeah.  It’s not the condition she was envisioning for the final showdown at Zkag…but she’ll get over it.”  She grinned, but it faded when it got no response.  She cleared her throat.  “And as far as the casual manner in which her wounded state has been received…well, I mean…you have to understand, it gets a little old after a while.”  The faces around her revealed ‘understanding’ was not the dominant emotion.  “Getting injured,” she elaborated in a sing-song voice, “healing up, getting injured, healing up.  It sort of loses its novelty after a couple dozen times.  You’re just not as impressed with it anymore, you know?”
 
   There were positively chilly looks now on the faces of her companions, and Ari said hastily, “Was Dorian truly blaming her for getting hurt?”  
 
   “Yeah,” Adama said, as if she completely agreed with this assessment.  “We’re getting too close to action to have people getting carelessly damaged.”
 
   “There were SIX of them!” Cerise cried.  “Against two?”
 
   “Yeah,” Adama repeated, unrelenting.  “One of them got behind Rhoda—which is a classic Sheelman trick she should have been able to avoid in the first place—so quickly that Irise felt the only way she could keep a killing blow from falling was to leap in front of it.”
 
   “A killing blow?” Rodge asked faintly.  
 
   Adama shrugged.  “It was her judgment that if that blow went home, which looked to be inevitable given Rhoda’s preoccupation with the other three Sheelmen, it would take her head clean off.”  Inexplicably, the sparkle was suddenly back in Adama’s eye.  “We don’t scar, and we don’t die, and we’ve healed up from every blow dealt us—but no one’s ever tried decapitation.”  The thought seemed to bring her considerable pleasure.  She chortled away with what the northerners thought rather unseemly delight, given the current circumstances.
 
   No one wanted to argue with her, though.  Or talk about that immortality business…not with Voral’s performance of such unaccountable skill so recent in their memories.  
 
   “Can’t…can’t Rowena heal her,” Loren said hesitatingly, waving his hands in little vague motions.  “You know, with magic or something?” 
 
   Adama stopped chuckling and raised a fascinated eyebrow.  “No…” she answered slowly, and then her eyes brightened as she caught on.  “Row heals because that is her Gift.  Only the Empress has ever healed with the power of Il—miraculous healing.  We’re not really into the…‘magic’ thing.”
 
   “Perhaps it would be worth calling in this Empress of yours,” Cerise suggested with a strained mildness.  “If she exists.  We still haven’t seen any evidence of it.”
 
   “It is not her job to provide you with evidence of it,” Adama answered easily.  Unperturbed, she continued, “There is nothing there that Row can’t take care of, and honestly, we don’t know where the Empress is.”
 
   “But, somehow, you know she’s going to be at the Sheelshard, which has lain undiscovered in the middle of the desert for eons, at just the right time,” Cerise finished for her drily.
 
   “You seem to be the one reassuring everyone on that point,” Melkin noted.  He didn’t say much anymore, just listened and watched with his sharp, shrewd eyes.  Ari had wished more than once he could be in on the hushed discussions the Master had with Kai.
 
   Adama smiled mysteriously.  “That’s my Gift.”
 
   “And this showdown at Zkag…How do you expect to make this one any different than the last one—the one where the Empress was turned into a statue to begin with?” Melkin continued quietly.
 
   Her lively eyes flashed appreciatively across the fire at him.  “He probably won’t try that again.  It would’ve been like being caged up with Il for half a millennium.”  She nibbled plum off its pit for a few moments, thinking, long enough that Melkin had to shoot Cerise a look of daggers to keep her from interrupting.  Finally, the Whiteblade said, “You are asking about some deep and sensitive things.  Even if I could explain them to your satisfaction, I doubt you could believe them.”
 
   “We’re more intelligent than we appear,” Cerise said sarcastically.
 
   “But not as open-minded as you claim.”  She was still looking at Melkin, though, and finally sighed, “Let me tell you this then, since you think yourselves capable of hearing these things, for it is one of the most important.  Do not speak overmuch of the Empress.”  Adama seemed to have two faces, two voices: the mischievous, irreverent youthful, and the grave, oracle-like serious.  She was in the latter stage now, and the group around her grew quiet.
 
   “There is a strange bond between her and Raemon.  We’re not talking healthy, mutual respect, either; he both hates her and desires her in a sick, twisted way.  She has used it to her advantage many times, the Field at Montmorency not the least of them.  But it has led to almost an obsession on his part.  He stalks her mind across the Realms, using his mental touch to tell him where she is.  That has served him many times, to her disadvantage.  Well, now Raemon slumbers.  The fight with her and Il has…you might think of it as having weakened him, though his power would be just as strong if he were to awake today and use it.  But it’s probably easiest to think of him as resting, half-dozing.  We want him that way until we reach his Hall.  Great damage could be done, even mobilization of the forces of the Sheel, if he were to come fully aware before we get there.  And the one thing that is guaranteed to bring him around, the one thing he is most sensitized to…is her.  Even hearing her name spoken, the image of her in your mind, attracts his attention, especially if it’s repetitive.”
 
   “You’re saying Raemon can hear our thoughts?” Cerise said quickly.  Her sarcasm was gone.
 
   “He is far too selfish to be concerned with anyone but himself,” Adama denied. “Think of it more like a pattern that he scans for.  Like when you’re hunting through a column of numbers looking for, say, a five.  You don’t so much look at every number as skim through them all with the picture of a five in your head.  So, the less said of her, the less she’s thought of, the less chance he’ll be able to hone in on the pattern he’s looking for.”
              This was received with no little amazement.
 
   “But…but just because he’s sleeping,” Ari puzzled slowly, “doesn’t mean we’ll be able to sneak up on him or anything…does it?”
 
   “It will help more than you’d think.  It is extraordinarily difficult to get into Zkag with him alert.  We were never successful until the Peace.”
 
   Several eyebrows rose.  Banion said, “You’ve been inside the Sheelshard?”
 
   She grinned engagingly at him.  “Did you think we were just heading blindly into the sand, hoping everything would sort of come together there at the end?”
 
   “Aye,” he grunted bluntly. He stared at her for a moment.  “And once in.  We wake Raemon and…?”
 
   “Destroy him,” Ari said quietly, though he didn’t know why.  He just knew it, all of a sudden.  Everyone was looking at him, including Adama, when he lifted his head.  “Why else go to all this trouble?  What else would be worth the cost…?”
 
   “It is best that you do not know too much of this plan,” Adama said firmly, but she continued to stare into his eyes, the firelight bringing pulses of amber into her own in the dark.  
 
   “Is it absolutely impossible that you people can consider anything that doesn’t involve violence?” Cerise asked, rather insensitive to the deep looks going on across the fire.  “Has it ever even crossed your mind that there may be an answer here that doesn’t involve war?  That perhaps it’s possible for all of us to live in peace?”
 
   Adama dragged her probing eyes off of Ari’s and gave her a steady look.  “Nope.”
 
   “Now, now would be the time to try it,” Cerise insisted, warming to her attack.  “Now, when he is ‘weak’ or whatever, when he’s just had this traumatic experience that may convince him he’s not invincible.  He may be amenable to a treaty where he never would be again!”
 
   “When Raemon wakes,” Adama said patiently, “he will be maddened with fury.  He doesn’t really have the right personality for what you’re suggesting.  Some people get humble when they get humiliated, are ready to listen…Raemon will demand about a dozen human sacrifices—his own people if no one else is around—and then declare war on the North, Merrani, Cyrrh, the Rach, and whomever else he can think of.  I would not advise you to suggest a treaty.  In fact, were I you, I would not draw attention to myself at all.”  She nodded persuasively. 
 
   The faces around the fire had gone rather white.  Again, there hadn’t been a lot of consideration of just what the full depth of a visit to the Sheelshard might mean, though you’d think ‘Hall of Sacrifices’ might have been a clue.
 
   “Maddened with fury,” Rodge repeated feebly.  
 
   “Well,” Cerise said, acting manfully unafraid, “then why not talk to some of these Sheelmen we’ve been seeing.  Rhoda and…and Irise”—she faltered just a little remembering that girl’s memento of the occasion—“just, er, saw some.”
 
   Adama stared at her, mesmerized.  “Talk to them about what?”
 
   “About peace!” Cerise cried impatiently.  “If Raemon’s such a bad influence on them, well, talk to them before he’s…he’s…back.”
 
   “A bad influence…” Adama whispered, obviously captivated by the whole concept.  She shook her gingery curls as if coming out of a trance.  “A meeting with Sheelmen invariable involves steel…they’re not the world’s best conversationalists.  Think of them as like really angry Drae.  I’m sorry to be the one to burst your lovely rainbow bubble,” she said, really sounding regretful, “but no one exists south of the Ramparts—south of the Daroe, actually—that is the least bit interested in peace.”
 
   Cerise’s color was up, her thin, pale, haughty cheeks bright with pink spots.  “I thought Il was supposed to be the god of peace—just wants everybody to be happy.”
 
   “That’s right!” Adama said, pleased.
 
   “Well, don’t you think he should be doing something about this if he’s so great and powerful and peace-loving?”
 
   Ari was never sure later if she intended to open a discussion about Il, or if she was just angry.  But if there was one generality he’d learned to apply to the Whiteblades, it was that they would talk about Il at the least suggestion.  Even without it, sometimes.
 
   “Well, that’s interesting,” Adama commented, and it occurred abruptly to Ari that she was by far the smarter of the two.  She appeared to be musing.  “You believe in Il?” she asked.
 
   “NO.”
 
   “And…yet…yet you have this feeling that He is responsible for, sort of owes the world…peacefulness.  That it’s His fault, in a sense, for things being so bad?”
 
   Her eyes narrowed warily.  “It is you all who claim such things—”
 
   “And it’s YOU who brought up this idea of Him ‘doing something.’  Now, tell me, what kind of a deal is that?  You, a Northerner, are suggesting a contract in which one party is responsible for everything while the other party owes…?”  Adama’s eyebrows rose questioningly.  “No belief that the first party even exists?  No sense of obligation or even gratitude for the party’s acts to date?”
 
   Cerise looked mutinous.
 
   “Why,” Adama continued relentlessly, “do you not demand such things of the gods you do believe in?  Why are you not railing at them for their failure to bring this monster—partially their fault for being created in the first place—under control?”
 
   “Obviously, if they could have they would have already,” Banion growled.  His brow was lowered dangerously.  This was thin ground to a Vangothic.
 
   She smiled at him confidentially.  “Don’t glower at me—I was a Merranic, too, and am not even a little frightened of your scowls.  Besides,” she said, suddenly as crisp as Dorian, “you are absolutely right.  There is nothing the gods can do.  Only Il has the power to subdue the Ruby god, and that is our plan.”
 
   “And why hasn’t He already?” Ari asked quietly.  If he was supposed to believe in a God that could allow all these years of terror and atrocities…“Why would He let this go on so long?”
 
   Adama must have sensed the difference in his tone, because she didn’t argue with him or try to start an intellectual cat-and-mouse game.  
 
   “Because He did not create mindless toys to be His people; He created thinking, reasoning humans with the power to choose evil over good.  Some have chosen such overwhelming evil that it has affected everyone.  How is that His fault?  And yet, though people turn their backs on Him and throw His Words and Ways to the midden heap, He still brings them good things.  Food to eat, shelter, Five Hundred Years of Peace, bounty in the fields of the North and the Seas of the East.  Children and family and laughter and puppies and great learning and even the tinkle of gold coins.”  She smiled at Cerise without any sign of malice.
 
   “And,” she continued, in a different voice. “An end, hopefully, to this madness forever.  For out of His great love, He now moves everything towards Zkag, that His people might have the very peace your heart longs for.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 32
 
    
 
   Anxious as Androssan was to reach the Daroe and start scouting a bivouac for the great Armies of the North, it was almost a relief to hear from Merrani.  The Empire deep in autumn made for a dull, grey, chilly ride, enlivened only by the questionable adventure of trying to stay in the saddle as the horses slipped and slid over the rutted, muddy roads and by the challenges of shaving when the water froze.
 
                 His small twenty-man retinue continued south while he took a couple adjutants and trotted over to meet the Merranic contingent.  They came around a low hill to see them already dismounted, gathered around one of their big warsteeds and examining a lifted hoof.  It was the Lance Knight himself, which Androssan was expecting, but he, too, had only a few Knights with him.  The Lance separated himself, heading towards the Northerners when he spotted them, and Androssan stifled a sigh.
 
                 He would have much preferred to work with Kraemoor, the Commodore of the Merranic Fleet.  A colossal Merranic, fit, trim, and commanding, he was a man’s man, with a steady, reassuring confidence and a keen eye that missed little.  He was related to King Kane somehow—the Merranic Royal Line was a web of indecipherable proportions—and they both had that same kind of common sense intelligence.  But Kraemoor commanded the sea forces of Merrani, which might run a blockade but wouldn’t have much coordination with any land campaigns.
 
                 Alaunus, unfortunately, was Commander of the Merranic land forces.  Frumpy, rumpled, with haphazard bits of clothing and hair and leftover food trailing about his person in continually surprising areas, he rolled toward Androssan with his characteristic limp, reddish hair and beard grizzled and stained around the mouth with tobacco juice.
 
                 He had the Sapphire Lance with him and Androssan’s eyes drifted to it.  He’d never seen it before.  Alaunus was not tall for a Merranic and the Lance towered, slim and powerful in solid polished steel, almost an armspan over his head.  A wondrous cage of twining, delicate threads of metal, the woven steel that actually held the Sapphire had a silvery glow to it in the frosty morning air.  Of all the Realms, only Merrani lugged their trieles to war, but, well, whatever made them happy.
 
                 Alaunus grunted something, probably courteous, through his mat of facial hair, and Androssan inclined his head.  It could be argued they were equals, but no one in the Realms would have even seriously considered the idea.
 
                 “You have the Knights mobilized?” Androssan asked, clipped, precise and with utter surety that the answer would come in some barbaric rumble.  He had a hefty respect for Merranics, but they were what they were.  
 
                 “Aye, they’re ready as a stallion with his first mare,” Alaunus reported cheerfully, not one to disappoint.  His hand had to be freezing on that steel column of the Lance, but Androssan wasn’t sure Merranics had the same nervous system as the rest of mankind.
 
                 “I’m on my way down to recon right now.  We’ll dig in north of the Daroe, pending more intelligence, but that’s all I’ve set on until I can get eyes on that ground,” Androssan said.
 
                 The bulky Merranic spit, nodding.
 
                 “Might as well encamp the Knights to the East, where they can be easiest supplied…”  It was in his mind to keep the Realms’ forces as close to their home territories as possible until they knew more about the Enemy’s movements.  If the Enemy was even going to have movements—they were all kind of going out on a limb here with their wild hopes—er, assumptions.  And there was no sense having more armed men tearing up the Empire than was necessary, crisscrossing all over the country and alarming the locals.  The southern Empire was going to be distraught enough once they learned the burden of feeding the entire standing Imperial Corps was going to fall to them.  Besides, for pure morale reasons, Androssan figured a Realmsman would be most interested in protecting his own Realm; might as well take advantage of that until they knew if they were going to have to join forces.  He didn’t even want to think about taking the offensive.  If they couldn’t find any Enemy…if they wouldn’t give up the Queen...
 
                 “We’ll hunker in next to the Silver Hills,” Alaunus said agreeably.  “Hunting Mohrg’ll give the boys something constructive to do while waiting for battle,” he added, eyes twinkling mischievously.
 
                 “Excellent,” Androssan agreed, raising his riding crop in farewell as he turned his horse.  Whatever.  Just keep them busy.  It was almost impossible to imagine that many heavy horse—commanded by Merranics—all existing peacefully in one area.  He’d wargamed many times with Merrani, and as fearsome and redoubtable as they were on the field, they were just as quarrelsome and full of trouble in camp.  If he had those sorts of discipline problems, he’d resign.  But…ninety thousand Merranic Knights on his left flank.  Now that made a man feel good.  He could not imagine the force that could look three full chevrons in the eye and even stand their charge, let alone overrun them.  He could put up with Alaunus for that.
 
   As far as being bored—the Lance Knight was obviously already there if he would ride almost two weeks out of his way for a few minutes of self-evident conversation.
 
     They were groggily mounting up the next morning, it being apparent that Ari was not the only one who had spent the night thinking, when Cerise held up a commanding hand.
 
   Roxarta, who was caring for the herd now, had brought her the little, feisty, black mare she’d been riding.  One of her graceful midnight eyebrows rose slightly as Cerise refused her.
 
   “Another, please.  With a little spirit.”  Cerise was very dignified this morning.  She walked straight-backed and a little ostentatiously over to Irise’s pathetic, prone figure.  Kneeling beside her, she said graciously, “Thank you very much for the use of Choral.  I will leave her here for you, so she may inspire you to heal and be back upon her.”
 
   The jaws of the rest of the party dropped.
 
   “Who’s that?” Rodge asked.
 
   “Cerise,” Ari answered him.
 
   “What’s she doing?”
 
   “Being….compassionate?”
 
   “Though you have been ill-treated by your own, we of the North deeply appreciate your sacrifice.  May you heal quickly.”  She rose like she was Queen of the North, Irise murmuring something pleased and thankful at her feet.  She didn’t even look self-satisfied walking back over to them.  Rox had brought her a gorgeous, prancing stallion, his sides gleaming like polished copper in the sun, and she mounted up without a word or glance at any of them.
 
   “I guess all this talk of peace made it out of her mouth and back to her eardrums,” Banion muttered.
 
   That afternoon, after quietly delivering a report to Dorian, Jordan called over her shoulder as she was leaving, “V’ren’s got the Mercy on the horizon.  Couple days, I’d say.”
 
   Ari’s pulse jumped.  They were getting closer.  Once the three members of the Swords of Mercy were in, there were only the girls left in the Swamp.  Nothing would happen until they were all together, Dorian had said…but how long after?  Images of all sorts of possible Halls of Sacrifice spun through his head.  He’d be lying to say he wasn’t a little scared, but he was beginning to feel like this was going to be the greatest adventure of his life. 
 
    He’d really, really like to have this Il thing straightened out before he went in there, though.  There were times he wanted nothing to do with the whole ridiculous concept, like the night with V’ren and the horses, and times when he thirsted like a man in the desert for…something. Something tied up intrinsically with what Illians claimed was their God. 
 
   Four of the Whiteblades came in together that night just as the northerners were bedding down.  Ari paused alertly, blankets half-unfurled.  He was closest to the fire (which he’d arranged for just this reason) and stretched his ears in that direction.  Dorian, who seemed to take a turn at guard at night or something, because she never slept with them—he had no idea when any of them slept—hadn’t left yet and moved quickly over to those coming off duty.
 
   As one unit, the four hunched down by the fire, deftly gathering leftovers from dinner and tearing into them so single-mindedly that Ari felt bad about taking seconds.  There was no lack of food, though, and a pair rarely came in off sentry without a contribution for the cookpot.  Yve had already grabbed the little bushbuck Jordan had brought and was expertly stringing it up.
 
   Dorian squatted athletically across from the sentry girls, and Jordan said around her food, “The Sharhi-Tir are both fat and lazy.”
 
   “How many?” Dorian asked quietly.
 
   “Three patrols, typical five- or six-man teams.  All of them stumbled on our trail—we’re leaving a blaze across these mountains a blind toddler could pick up—and were as surprised to see us as anyone could hope.”
 
   “Anything from Voral or the Oratrix?”
 
   “Voral’s mad as a hornet there’s not more action—I didn’t even know about one of the patrols until I ran into her, she’d handled it so quietly.”
 
   “She’ll be mad ‘til she’s got the Hall-full to face,” Yve remarked, cheerfully whonking the antelope’s head off with a swipe of her big knife.  Everyone grinned.
 
   “And as for ’Dama…” Jordan paused, working her mouth clear.  “She claims there’s someone on our trail.”
 
   Yve glanced over her shoulder at her, her knife continuing its expert dressing without a pause.
 
   Dorian’s eyes narrowed slightly.  “Who?”
 
   Jordan shrugged.  “There’s been no sign, no trail, no clouds forming an arrow—” Rhoda snorted delicately next to her.  “You know ’Dam.  She just…knows.”
 
   Eating was an efficient business for the average Sword of Light.  In a few short minutes they were done, wiping their hands on clean grass at the edge of the camp site. They vanished as silently as they’d come, and Dorian was left thoughtfully by the fire.
 
   “Ar, you going to bed or just gonna sit there all night like a squirrel wondering where he lost his nuts?”
 
   Ari glanced over at Rodge.  “I’m eavesdropping.”
 
   Rodge snorted into his arm.  “Oh, sorry.  Didn’t mean to interrupt.  By all means, continue to pose there like an idiot.”
 
   Ari got up and walked over to Dorian.  She glanced at him as he settled in a squat nearby, mimicking her alertness.  The only time any of them ever sat was when they were deliberately joining the northerners.
 
   “There’s a lot of action out there,” he said, trying not to look too obvious about wishing he could be part of it.  Here they were, bedding down after a big dinner and an easy day’s ride while Whiteblades ate once a day and never slept and were fending off all the forces of evil from their thankless hides.
 
   She shook her fine head, haloed in gold.  “Completely normal.  I would only worry if there were no patrols.   We are far enough south of the normal range of the Sharhi-Tir that there should be plenty of activity.”
 
   “We’re close to Zkag?” 
 
   “Close…”
 
   He stared restlessly into the fire.  “We could help with some of the watches—”
 
   “Ari.”  She was looking at him very steadily.  “I know you are anxious to swing steel,” she said, without a hint of sarcasm in her voice, “but I would warn you, battle is not what you think.  There is excitement, and the glory of fighting for a good and necessary cause, and the exultation of victory…but there is also great weariness, of both body and soul.  It is a brutal, ugly, vicious thing, battle, and when your blood cools and you are haunted by the faces of lives you have taken and things you have seen…” she sighed.  “I pray it never comes to you.  But as a healthy, normal, nineteen-year-old male, I suspect there is no way to convince you to avoid it,” she finished wryly.  “Get some sleep.  These are liable to be a tense next few days.”
 
   Ari grimaced as she left him.  He had seen battle, had swung his blade and had no trouble remembering that exhilarating rush and desperate action.  He remembered, too, the aching doubt, the worried self-surveillance, the fear that a monster would be released in him; but, poisoned blood or no…nothing had happened.  He hadn’t gone mad with bloodlust or with mindless enmity against his friends or his hosts in Cyrrh or mankind in general…
 
   He could still remember the thrill of steel, reverberating up his arm with impact, shrieking in the frantic air as it clashed against its own kind.  Maybe he’d been skittish—but it was the fear that made it so real, made him feel so alive.
 
   A couple of nights later, the group from the north was sitting around discussing the unlikely carnivorous habits of scrub condors.  They were alone in the quiet evening, Yve and Dorian off momentarily examining stores.  Ari was only half-listening to the conversation, his own mind thrumming with distracting thoughts of impending death and doom and great Gods and lesser gods and the strangeness of the Legends flitting around them.  Then Loren said, “…and again everybody seemed to know what to do.”
 
   The blond Northerner was looking around their circle, searching faces.  “Am I the only one who sees this?  They all know what the others are thinking.   They finish each other’s sentences—”
 
   “They don’t even talk in sentences,” Rodge corrected.  “They just say a couple unrelated words, or look at each other, and everyone seems to magically know what’s on everyone else’s mind.”
 
   “What’s your point?” Melkin asked abruptly.
 
   “They’ve worked together…for a long, long time,” Loren said, theatrically dropping his voice.  “Think of Rodge’s little spell in the bog.  The night it started raining in the Swamps.  Dorian wasn’t handing out orders—everyone knew what to do.  The scrub condors.  We haven’t been through a single emergency where you haven’t seen it.”  He sat back, daring anyone to contradict him.  “And Voral—” he paused.  Even he was a little uncomfortable with Voral.  It was one thing to get misty-eyed over the romantic idea of ageless women warriors…it was another to see quite skilled bloodlust where it should not logically exist.
 
   “What is the big deal about that?” Cerise said critically.  “So she’s good with a sword.”
 
   Banion’s eyes peered disbelievingly out of his hair cover.  “She’s an 18, 20-year-old girl.  Men that live their whole lives practicing every day with a blade, like, oh, I don’t know—a Dra—don’t get that good.  She has fought for years, and she has killed.”
 
   “Well,” Cerise insisted stubbornly.  “This place is crawling with Sheelmen that everyone seems intent on killing.  It doesn’t seem so improbable to me.”
 
   Traive, chuckling, started to say something when suddenly he lifted his head sharply.  He peered into the warm dark of the surrounding trees, Cyrrhidean senses alerting him to something none of the rest of them were aware of.
 
   Ari got a tickle of premonition scant seconds before his eyes made them out.
 
   They were suddenly there, in the silent way of the Whiteblades, three women sitting wordless and still on horseback.  They might have been there for hours, they were so much a part of the surroundings.  As the group at the fire stared at them, they slowly began to move, walking the horses out of the shadows of the trees and bringing them to a halt a few yards away.  
 
   They dismounted smoothly and stood, staring back, and a gravitas seemed to settle over the camp.  The unsmiling faces in front of them made the other Whiteblades suddenly seem flighty as children.  An incomparable sense of distance, of formidable and unapproachable self-possession hung about them, and their perusal was not the curious interest of the other girls.  It was more a…weighing.  
 
   Ari had the uncomfortable feeling of being found wanting.
 
   In the lead, closest to them, was a Cyrrhidean, a short young woman of nut brown with honey-colored streaks in her thick brown hair.  She would have seemed small if she hadn’t been built so stoutly, with such a…presence.  The woman next to her was also solidly built, with big, dark eyes and lustrous, brassy curls falling to her shoulders.  The last was the most remarkable of all, a tall Merranic bigger even than Voral.  Thin, fine, mousy brown hair cut in a straight bowl and skin like porcelain were the setting for a pair of enormous, deep-set, heavy-lidded eyes.  She should have been homely—none of them should have been pretty, not the sort you’d cross a street to meet.  But somehow, they radiated that inexplicable attraction all the Whiteblades seemed to have, as if something beyond physical beauty was at work when you looked at them.
 
   “Look at their swords,” Loren whispered almost inaudibly.  Ari, who’d yet to get beyond those still, arresting faces and piercing eyes, jerked, dragging his eyes away with an effort.  There was no clanking and shifting and adjusting of weapons with these women.  It was as if they had an extra half-dozen arms here and there about their persons, so much a part of them you didn’t even notice they were as loaded down as the rest of the girls.  But, on each hip sat a shining creation they hadn’t seen on any of the others:  scabbards of bleached white leather.  Rising out of them were polished white bone handles over guards of dull gold, the grips crisscrossed with gold braid.
 
   Whiteblades. 
 
   The northerners were so caught up in their awed examination that not a single word had broken the silence yet.  There’d been no welcome, no greetings…the camp was frozen with measuring silence.
 
   Dorian must have been alerted somehow, though, and her calm, dignified person striding into camp broke the rapt tension.  They didn’t say anything to each other, the four women, just gravely extended hands and fingers in greeting.  You could see an instant likeness between these four faces; that subtle difference that had set Dorian apart, made her indisputably in charge, was echoed in the three opposite her.
 
   Then, as one, the three strangers turned and glanced at the group of stupefied northerners, then in unison back to Dorian.  One, the middle one with the brass-colored curls and full lips, said, “Art thou mad?”
 
   Dorian’s shoulders flexed in a graceful shrug.  “Who am I to refuse a man the right to seek glory and honor?  They wished to come.”
 
   Ari could almost feel Loren’s chest expanding with pride next to him.  Even Rodge, who’d probably never had an honorable thought in his life, straightened up a little.
 
   Then, Dorian did something she’d never done before.  She turned to the northerner party and said, “These are the Swords of Mercy:  Tamaren, Ariella, and Ashaura,” pointing to each of them in turn.
 
   None of the northerner party said a word, except Traive, who dipped his head and murmured, “Ladies Ivory…”  The silence lasted even after they’d walked a short distance away with Dorian, heads together.
 
   Ari got up from the fire, no longer hungry for either food or company.  Restless, he wandered into the trees, staring moodily up at the sky through their branches.  Swords of Mercy…how much did they know?  How much knowledge of the world and the gods and one orphan Sheelman did they carry in those awe-inspiring heads? And if they were really as old as they claimed…Bark flaked off under his fingers, and he looked down at it, crumbling it in his hand.  He knew what would happen—or rather what wouldn’t.  Here were three more potential sources of information and guaranteed he would never have a chance to speak to them.  He was never going to find anything out, and it didn’t help that Dorian’s assessment—
 
   “‘Tis better boiled.”
 
                 Ari jumped.  So close he could reach out and touch her was one of the new women, the one that had spoken and that Dorian had named Ariella.  She was almost invisible in the shadows, barely discernible from the night.  Her eyes, gleaming faintly in reflected moonlight, dropped to the handful of bark he still held.
 
                 “Tho’ ‘tis a fair stew Yve canst make of it, if ye prefer.”
 
                 The bark?  Her deep, quiet voice was so thick with accent he could hardly make out the words.  “That seems unlikely,” he said, barely aware of what he was saying. You could hardly call it a smile, but her full lips twitched and her face lightened a little.  She had a rounded face that would be jowly as she got older—if she got older—but for now was just strong, and handsome.  Her eyes seemed enormous in the darkness under the trees and they just stood for several minutes, looking at each other.
 
                 Finally, she took a step toward him and said, even more low-voiced than before, “Thou art troubled by thy birth.”
 
                 He swallowed.  This was what he’d been wanting, a wide-open door to his past, and a nice, quiet secluded place with no interruptions to hash it out.  The only problem was that this was not the sort of person you poured out your life’s troubles to.  She was worse than Dorian, so reserved it surrounded her like a wall, her eyes remote and uncompromising.  Alone in the dark with her, he felt more danger flowing out of her than compassion.
 
                 “I don’t know much about it,” he countered warily.
 
                 “I found thee, but a babe, in the forests of southern Cyrrh.”
 
                 His heart thunked spasmodically in his chest.  She had found him?  “Did you know my parents?” he asked instantly and illogically, hope and excitement all tumbling around together and getting in the way of his words.
 
                 “Nay, though they wert surely Tarq.”
 
                 “But you don’t know for certain,” he shot back.  She’d found him…abandoned?
 
                 She came closer, looking up into his face.  “Thy physic,” she said softly, “canst only be from two of the Sheelpeople.  Never hath it been seen so with mixed parentage.”
 
                 He slumped.  That’s what Traive had said, but he’d felt it was worth a try.  “So, I was abandoned…” he said glumly, trying to ignore the disruption her substantial presence was causing in the immediate atmosphere.                
 
   “Nay, for I found thee close on the Forest, as if one had sought those inconstant paths for sanctuary.”
 
                 Ari blinked.  The Forbidden Forest?  Was she saying his mother had been trying to find it?  “That could have been chance,” he murmured, not sure why it mattered.
 
                 “Again I sayeth nay,” she said, settling into the ready squat of the Whiteblades.  He sank down beside her.  “Had it been her thought to abandon thee, she wouldst have done in Skoline, for there she surely must have been to ken the paths to the Forest of Il.  Nary a whisper of Light nor joy penetrateth the foul dark of Tskag; only through Skoline couldst she have heard of Il, and sanctuary.”  He could feel her eyes on him.  He was several words behind, trying to translate.  “Such means a terrible necessity drove her, to risk running from a Skoline master, to risk the wilds of strange and frightful lands.  ‘Tis not unknown that Tarqinas come to love a child, but neither ‘tis common.  In thy case, ‘twas extreme.”  
 
                 That made his eyes grow hot and scratchy, once he worked out what she meant.  He cleared his throat, saying more huskily than he’d intended, “So…you took me to the clearing…the Forbidden Forest?”  
 
                 “Thou neededst tending, so to the Tendress thou wast brought.  She hast told thee what passed hence.”
 
                 “Was there ever anything else…I mean, did you ever find out anything more…?”  How was he supposed to ask this without sounding like he thought his little problem outweighed all the other issues currently lighting up the world?  These were Whiteblades, busy with matters of kings and Realms and the occasional misbehaving god.
 
                 She sat there for a moment, long enough he figured either she was done talking or whatever she was going to tell him was momentous.  Maybe there was something about his father…
 
                 “We couldst find nothing out at the time, eventually assuming thou wert but an orphan…but of late…”
 
                 She trailed off, and Ari picked up insistently, “Something’s changed.  Why else would Dorian want me, not just any random Enemy orphan, but ME, to accompany you all to the Sheelshard?”  She sat silently, gazing into the darkness.  “What do you know about me?” he whispered, leaning toward her.
 
                 “Some lives art lived in peace and quietude,” she finally said, “knowing not change nor tempest but embraced by kin and constancy.”  Her depthless eyes sought his in the mottled moonlight of the glade.  “That, it is my thought…is not thy path.”
 
                 “That doesn’t answer—!” he began, with some heat, before the look in her eyes halted him and he trailed off, feeling foolish.  She was definitely worse than Dorian.
 
                 “‘Tis the Chieftess that hast discovered thy past.  ‘Twill be she that tells it.”              
 
                 “And in the meantime…” he said, a little dazed.  To have come this close, to almost know…  “I will just have to be content with what I do know.”  He didn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice very successfully, despite that intimidating aura of her presence.  She cocked her head at him.
 
                 “Thou thinkest…that thou art born of evil blood,” she said, with an almost gentle inflection.
 
                 “Aren’t I?” he demanded.
 
   “I have a secret for thee…all art born of evil blood.  Thine is no worse than any’s.  None art pure enough to stand before the Lord Il…thou art just aware of thy lacking.”
 
   She moved a hand, hanging it casually over her propped knee so that it fell into a patch of moonlight.  It was a strong hand, fingers thick and competent with muscle, dark with weather.  A commoner’s hand.  A commoner’s face.
 
   “How did you come to join the…Followers?”  He didn’t want to think about Il just right then, what with his ‘evil blood’ and his current resentment over the opaque cauldron of a future the God was throwing him into.
 
   “My people wert attacked and torched by Tarq.  A short space wast I captive amongst them, used and abused as it pleasedst them until I couldst escape.”  He looked at her in horror, mind completely swept off his own problems.  Her face was calm, her words completely incongruous with her tone of voice.  She’d said it without hardly any feeling at all—not like she’d come to terms with it, but like it didn’t even matter.  “I thieved a bow and learnt to hunt and survive on mine own, making a rough living on the Empire side of the Dragonspine until foundst by Tamaren.  She wast mine introduction to the Followers.” 
 
   Ari was still staring at her, aghast.  “That’s…terrible,” he said with sympathy.  What do you say to someone who had been through such a thing?  She didn’t seem near as upset as he was.
 
   “‘Twas very rare,” she said, reassuring him.  “Tarq never partook of such things.  They cared little whether ‘twas man or woman or child they torched.  But, very occasionally, one of the upper class, the ghuzkun, wouldst accompany the war parties, to gather intelligence or survey for themselves a particular matter, or, when they didst build Tsagaroth, to collect slaves.”
 
   Ari looked at her in surprise.  He’d never heard any of this.  “Slaves?  From the Realms?  That must have hit the Rach hard.”  He thought of the dark, fiery Rach he’d seen at the Kingsmeet, and felt sorry for them, that they had been bearing the brunt of his people for all these centuries.
 
   “Thou canst not enslave Rach.  When these aristocrats attended the raiding parties, they tookest from amongst the captured and tortured for their dark purposes.  But the reports of such things, for all the eons of war that were, art scarce.”
 
   “But…that didn’t change it for you.”
 
   She looked at him with those unwavering eyes, and for a second he was afraid he’d said something stupid or way too personal.  But she said quietly, “There exists nothing, not even the most brutal, cruel violations of the body, that canst match an offense against the soul.  The great evil inflicted on me in that week with the ghuzkun wast to mine heart, for it planted seeds of such a torment of hatred and revenge that I couldst not rest, couldst do naught but plan and inflict pain and suffering and death upon mine enemies.  Such art the ways of the Destroyer, and great wast his success in me for many years.”
 
   “You…you don’t hate them anymore?”  That she ever had seemed more unlikely; he wasn’t sure he could believe that calm, strong face had ever been moved so passionately, especially by vindictiveness.  For all the alarming sense of power flowing off of her, it was the same clean, pure sort of strength of all the Whiteblades, like the clear, rushing force of the Kendrick as it poured out of the High Wilds.
 
   “Hate them?  Ari, ‘twould be like hating a rat that drowneth in sewer water.  They have nothing.  They art lost.  They art prisoners whilst I am free.  So long as Raemon lives, they art trapped, bound in his malcontent and his evil.  I have only pity for them.”
 
   He stared at her.  “How...?” He hated them, and all they’d done to him was give birth to him. 
 
   “‘Tis the grace of Il.  There ist naught of rational thought about it…,” she said, fortunately knowing what he was thinking, since his brain-mouth connection seemed to be shorting out.  “He openeth the shuttered windows and blocked doors inside of thee… so that thou art no longer trapped with thyself.”
 
   “That’s like what Verrena was saying…” he murmured, not even aware he said it aloud.
 
   “V’ren dost know.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 33
 
    
 
   Dorian led them high into the Tamarisks and over a dry, red, dusty pass onto the western flank of the mountains.  Everyone seemed happier they weren’t leaving such a flaming hot trail anymore through the middle of Enemy territory…but they hadn’t shaken all their pursuers.
 
   They were sitting around the campfire one night, a treasure trove of nearby pools having allowed baths all around, when one of the sentries came in unexpectedly.
 
   “Look what I found trailing along behind us,” Jordan said from the tree line, sounding amused.  A small, raggedy figure followed her into the firelight, and they all peered at it through the dark.
 
   “What is it?” Rodge asked.
 
   “SELAH!” Ari jumped to his feet, striding across the space separating them at almost a run and pulling her into a big bear hug.  He thought his heart would burst.  His Selah, back again!
 
   “I guess she does know you,” Jordan concluded wryly.
 
   Ari had ears only for the woman in his arms.  She was laughing into his chest, that rich, quiet laugh he’d longed to hear for so many months, and trying unsuccessfully and not very diligently to push him away.  Finally, he relaxed his hold a little, separating enough so that he could look down at her little face.  
 
   It was unchanged, though filthier now even than when he’d first seen it on the raft all those months ago.  She cleared her throat, and with a laughing look of warning at him, turned away, pushing herself out of the circle of his arms.  Composing her face, she walked with that familiar deft grace over to the fire and the rest of the company.
 
   “Master Melkin,” she said in her plain, no-nonsense voice.  “May I join your party once again?”
 
   Melkin just looked at her with those keen eyes.  “We aren’t needing a cook, anymore…”
 
   Ari felt cold anger stir in his guts.  How long had she tracked them?  How willingly had she served them before, never asking for anything, and then had followed them all these leagues—
 
   “…But you are welcome here anytime.”
 
   Ari relaxed, enough to wonder at his momentary fury, and the air was suddenly filled with sound.  Banion was welcoming her warmly, Merranic-style, which meant a lot of noise.  Rodge was saying something ludicrous like, “NOW you join us, after everything we’ve been through.  Where were you when it was dangerous?”
 
   “It’s dangerous enough where we’re heading,” Loren said eagerly, advising her conspiratorially, “you might want to turn back.  There won’t be much use for you anymore and you might get killed.”  He was very earnest and she blinked at him, a little taken aback.
 
   “Where have you been?” Cerise wanted to know, doubtless thinking of clothes she would like washed out and an extra pair of hands to help with her hair.
 
   “I lost your trail at Crossing,” Selah admitted frankly.  
 
   “Yeah,” Rodge interrupted immediately, suspicious.  “Why’d you run off?  Why are you so afraid of the authorities?”
 
   She shook her head at him, big eyes serious and sincere.  “I was just the right age for a Follower; I would have been held there for hours until the Imperials decided I wasn’t…which meant you’d either be detained for hours, which you couldn’t afford, or we’d be separated anyway.”
 
   “No one would ever mistake you for a Whiteblade,” Loren said kindly.
 
   Her lips twitched.  “Thank you, Loren,” she said gravely, “but I was referring more to the wait in line—you remember how many girls were there already.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Ari said quietly.  “You’re here now.  Traive, this is Selah,” he said, suddenly remembering the Lord Regent didn’t know her.
 
   They did their courtesies, and then she continued, “I heard that Jarl Banion had passed through Jagstag on his way to meet a party in Cyrrh, and, hoping it was you, started trailing him…but I was quite a ways behind.  The floods didn’t help much,” she added ruefully, glancing down at the wreckage of rags hanging about her.
 
   “You smell terrible,” Cerise announced matter-of-factly.  “Rodge, get her a change of clothes.  I’ll take you to the baths,” she told Selah, who looked at her in surprise. 
 
   Rodge said, “Wait—why do I have to—”
 
   “RODGE,” Loren said, both helpful and emphatic, “Do you really want to smell that for the next few weeks?”
 
   Grousing, the afflicted rooted around in his bags, eventually handing her a wrinkled ball of fabric, that, frankly, Ari wasn’t sure smelled much better.
 
   But she accepted it very graciously, and was just turning to follow Cerise when suddenly she froze, eyes snagging on something in the woods across camp.  Everyone turned unthinkingly to look, she was so intense, but it was just Kai coming in from his restless wanderings.
 
   Ari, close as he’d felt to the Dra the past few weeks, was suddenly as displeased to see him as if he were a Sheelman.  Why did he do that, Ari groused to himself, as Selah and Cerise disappeared toward the pools.  Why did he stare at her like that?  He barely met anyone’s eyes, and then only for a few moments, but his eyes would rest on her face and form indefinitely. 
 
   Ari fidgeted while the girls were gone, sitting with the group for a while then rising and pacing, then coming back to the fire.  What was taking her so long?
 
   “What smells so good?” Roxarta’s voice said from behind him and he jumped up with pleasure at this fortune of chance.  Now Selah could meet her.  
 
   “Beetleberry cobbler,” Yve said cheerfully, smashing berries into liquefied submission on a nearby rock.  
 
   “Ugh,” Rox said, face falling.  “For Ash.  How she can eat that stuff I don’t know.”  She grabbed some rock-baked flat bread and settled down with the group, throwing Ari a smile.
 
   “They’re not the same as the rest of you,” Loren said wisely to her.  Ari hadn’t been paying much attention to the conversation, and it took him a moment to realize he was talking about the Hand.  Ashaura was one of the new ones that had come in with Ariella.
 
   Rox looked at him sanguinely.  “Nothing gets past you, does it?”
 
   Melkin snorted.  
 
   “Why?” Loren wanted to know.  “Why would they be so different?”
 
   “Mm,” she said thoughtfully.  “They’ve been around quite a bit longer, for one thing.  And for another…well, their purpose is different.”
 
   “Their purpose,” Loren said carefully, as if he was taking notes.  He was getting quite interested in the subject of late, much to everyone’s regret.  
 
   “They were formed when the Ages of War were at their darkest, their most brutal and wide-spread, and so were present for all the long centuries of their conflict.  It was the intent of the Empress, by the grace of Il, to create a force that could blunt some of the viciousness of the Sheelman attacks, turn some of the wrath, take some of the ferocity upon themselves that was falling on so many hapless innocents.  Their purpose from the beginning has been ever, always, only…to make war.  To defend those unable to defend themselves.”
 
   “But why are they older?” Rodge cut in.  “I’d think you’d want the youngest to play that role—ow!”
 
   Having elbowed him sharply, Loren gave her an ingratiating smile.  “Ignore him,” he advised.
 
   “They do seem older, don’t they?” Roxarta mused, toying with the thin bread.  “But you must consider what their lives have consisted of…year after year after year after decade after century…centuries and centuries of nothing but killing.  Of swinging your blade and taking life—even if it is for a good cause, think of doing nothing but that until the Ages are but a day and the world is covered in bloodstains.  It is a great, grave, hard thing that Il has asked of them, and they have never faltered, never complained.  Even now, they are out on watch when they should be resting, should be doing nothing but sitting and being revered…”
 
   “There are two hundred years between Ashaura and Jordan,” she concluded matter-of-factly, “but it might as well be two thousand.”
 
   The inevitable silence fell.  The northerners found themselves consistently lacking in the conversational skills needed to move easily over these little bumps in reality.  No doubt following that line of thinking, Rodge asked in a voiced that inferred as-long-as-we’re-talking-nonsense, “Is there really such a thing as a Phoenix?”
 
   “Mm,” Rox asserted around a mouthful of bread.  She swallowed.  “Not one of Laschald’s more carefully thought-out projects.”
 
   “Do they really catch fire?” Loren asked eagerly.
 
   She nodded.  “He made them with glands that excrete a flammable oil—that’s why the Tarq are so fond of them—and then had to use a compound related to the fire-shedder of Merrani to keep them from being burnt up.”
 
   Everyone around the fire was looking at her like she was crazy.  “Being birds, of course, they’re instinctively terrified of fire, so when they spontaneously combust, they go shrieking off in flight, which just fans the flames.  They’re miserable creatures…live in endless terror of their own plumage.”
 
   The reemergence of Cerise and a damper version of Selah was greeted with profound relief just then.  Rodge and Loren politely said nothing, but, really, there wasn’t much improvement in Selah.  Her thick, dark hair had grown out quite a bit in the months since Crossing, but the tangled wad it had been in had apparently required rather drastic and irregular trimming.  At least there were no sticks in it anymore.
 
   They were up late that night, catching up.  Rox did not stay long, and the night was mostly empty of the other Whiteblades, as if they were giving them all time to get reacquainted.  Selah hadn’t changed at all, Ari thought warmly as they bedded down.  The mountain nights were cool, so they all slept close to the fire, and as he watched the light play over her calm, steady face, he felt such a rush of thankfulness that he fell asleep with a smile hovering around his lips.
 
   His little brown wren amongst all these brilliant hummingbirds.  
 
   Ari rode in a dream of delight the next few days.  Selah was lent a sweet-tempered strawberry roan and they rode close together, sharing stories and talking so exclusive of the rest of the party that sometimes they lost sight of them altogether and rode barely in front of Rox and the herd.  His life seemed to even out, Il was a little more real, the sun shone a little brighter, and everything made a little more sense.
 
   He had to pause in the rather personal recounting of his dream of Roxarta one day, though, as they came up on the rest of the party.  They were gathered around Dorian, now mounted on an opinionated mare that shone like ripe wheat in the sun.  She was frowning down at Tamaren, who tended to run reconnaissance and apparently didn’t have happy news.
 
   “Half a day?” Dorian repeated.  Tamaren, expertly resheathing an axe behind her back—Ari had never got the hang of that back brace—nodded.
 
   “I am most reluctant to cross that Pass until needed,” Dorian declared almost under her breath.  “There is no more vulnerable spot save the ride into Zkag itself.”  She decided suddenly, “We’ll wait on this side for Rheine and the others—and pray Il they get here soon.  Bring it in.  We’ll stick to a 50-yard perimeter.”
 
   One of Tamaren’s tawny eyebrows rose, her golden-green eyes sliding to the group surrounding Dorian.
 
   “They can be quiet,” Dorian said.
 
   Suddenly, the shrill cry of a falcon on the hunt shattered the air.  Tamaren was gone like a wisp of smoke, and Dorian whipped around to stare intently at the trail leading south.
 
   The boys had figured out a lot of the bird calls—they even knew some of the individual Whiteblades’.  Voral’s was a kestrel.  But they had never heard this one.  Ari looked to Traive, who was frowning and looking very alert.
 
   “What is it?” he said urgently, beginning to feel a little anxious.
 
   “Attack,” Traive told him in an undertone.  “Cyrrh knows that call well…it has saved many a Sentinel.”
 
   “Let’s get back into the trees,” Dorian suggested, still staring intently to the south.
 
   They were in a large glade here, the undergrowth much thinner on the west side of the Tamarisks and the trees spreading out over park-like grasses.   Ari didn’t go very far, making sure Selah headed deeper in but not wanting to miss anything that came down the trail.  The Whiteblades were rarely alarmed, so to see Dorian so tense…his heart was thudding with anticipation and he almost jumped when Jordan suddenly appeared, flying over the little crest in the trail.
 
   “Minotaur,” she said, eyes wide in wonder, and was gone, dashing into nearby cover.
 
   Dorian had one instant, her face blank with puzzlement, before the golden mare under her suddenly neighed in alarm, throwing her head and pivoting.  She took off at a run just as a creature out of impossibility rose suddenly up over the crest.  And rose, and rose.  Ari felt his mouth go dry as it paused in its headlong motion, silhouetted on the crest a good two man-lengths tall.  It looked like a monstrous, over-sized bull, with two long, wicked horns extending from its poll and eyes of devilish red.
 
   Another of Raemon’s creatures? He gazed, wide-eyed, leaning out of the saddle to see better around his selected tree trunk just as his gelding got a good look himself.  The brown immediately objected, bolting so quickly that it resulted in an unfortunate parting of ways.  Without much dignity, Ari thudded onto the ground, scrambling quickly to his feet with his heart thundering in his chest and the sound of his horse—along with Rodge and Loren—galloping away in the background.  The bull-thing turned its big head slowly, its gleaming eyes alighting  right on him.
 
   Like yet another bad dream in the whole series of them that was making up the past few months’ adventure, the creature snorted and proceeded to paw a furrow in the ground that could’ve hid Sylvar.  And then, lowering its massive head with unmistakable intent, it charged.  Ari couldn’t believe how fast it could move.  It was the size of a small mountain and seemed to cross the open space between them in a wink of an eye.  Desperately, Ari threw himself to one side, but he didn’t have much practice at hunter-prey relationships of this sort.  It was too soon, or the creature was more agile than his hurried calculations had accounted for; it altered its charge effortlessly, bearing down on him like a Merranic-sized nightmare.  He saw with great clarity the details of his final moments:  the sharpened, steel-tipped horns, the dark mahogany-colored curls on its poll.  That head was wider than his whole body and probably weighed as much as Banion.  And it was all so close and moving so fast that Ari felt a horrible, squeezing sense of inevitability take him over.
 
   Then, suddenly, from literally under its nose, he was whisked perpendicularly out of its path and it brushed by him, yard after yard after yard of massive, muscled, reddish-brown body, hooves thundering on the soft grass.
 
   “Perhaps,” Rox said thoughtfully, releasing his blouse so he could stand, “not quite so blatantly brave.”  She smiled up at him as he leaped agitatedly to his feet.  His eyes were wild, the bluish-green irises a flare of breath-taking color around the pinpoint pupils, his deep red hair on end and looking like a fire out of control.  She chuckled.  “Dorian’d have kittens.”
 
   He followed her, a little shaky, in the direction the bull had taken.  You could track it easily, by the sound of its own passage and by the screams and cries as various people made its rather startling acquaintance.  
 
   By the time they’d caught up with it, it looked like a pin-cushion.  It had been barely out of sight for more than a minute or two, but arrows now protruded from it everywhere except the enormous, red-eyed head, which it was throwing around as it sought out new targets.  It charged and whirled and stormed through the trees with such magnificent power that Ari found himself admiring it even as he dashed around trying to make sure his friends were safe.  The bull had temporarily plunged out of sight when it let loose a deep-throated bellow that shivered through his entire skeleton.  He sprinted toward the sound and came up behind it just as it lowered its head and prepared to charge.
 
   “What is it?” Cerise shrieked off to his right.  She had a borrowed bow out and was shakily trying to notch an arrow.  
 
   “Just kill it,” Selah advised her calmly, at her elbow.  “We’ll name it later.”
 
   The bellow had pinpointed the creature’s location to all those having trouble finding it, and it seemed like the area was suddenly nothing but Whiteblades.  A veritable storm of axes, spears, arrows—anything metal and projectile—flew through the air as it charged, and a great crowd of the girls darted and flowed and ran liquidly all around as they followed it.
 
   The bull was cornered, finally, after what seemed like only minutes with all the adrenaline flowing, but was probably well over an hour.  His great, glossy flanks backed up against a wall of red rock, long, tufted tail lashing, he shook his huge head and tore up the grass with his hooves, bellowing with a sound like a challenge from the very bowels of the earth.  
 
   Whiteblades surged and flowed around him, shooting or throwing steel and then sliding away before he could make a target of any of them.  Several were trying to scale the sheer rock behind him, and Verrena took off on her black to seek out a way to the top.
 
   “KILL IT!” Dorian cried commandingly as it stopped swinging its head and lowered it for a charge.  It was honed in on Rodge, who was staring at it unmoving and open-mouthed from his terrified pony in the surrounding trees.
 
   “Oh,” Voral said, as if enlightened.  “Kill it.  That’s what we’re trying to do here.”  Only a few yards from Rodge, she pulled her two-handed greatsword from its back sheath, tossing it in her hands like it was a toothpick, and as the bull-thing glared at her and Rodge from its seething red eyes, she said softly, “Come taste some steel, you son of a bull.”
 
   He dug into the soil, propelling himself forward in a magnificent, lunging sprint, and she threw the greatsword, tip-over-grip, right at him.
 
   It whistled faintly as it flew, a gleaming, deadly splinter of metal traversing the sudden silence, until it sank to the hilt in that colossal chest.  The creature threw his tremendous head up, stumbled, and then went down in a great cloud of dirt and grass, his weight plowing him to a stop within a yard or two, despite his momentum.  There was no thrashing, no bellowing or pitiful moans…just utter, complete silence.
 
   Voral, totally fearless, walked up to it and booted it experimentally in the muzzle while the northerners were still trying to draw a ragged breath.  When it’s enormous shoulder muscle spasmed, they all jumped, but that was the only move it made.
 
   “That,” Loren said in the silence settling over the killing ground, his voice awed and unsteady, “was a beautiful throw.”  Even Banion murmured something complimentary in the restrained murmur of conversation that followed.  
 
   “He was dead before it ever reached him,” Voral said as they all drew warily closer, surrounding the small mountain of his body.  Ari couldn’t see over the great chest, even prone on its side, until he got close.  Then, peering over, he could make out what everyone was staring at.  Low down in its chest, sunk to their fletching, were three arrows so close together that two of them had splintered.  They were the only things moving in all that tremendous hulk of flesh, and they were trembling in unison with the rhythm of his heartbeat.  Even as he watched, the clear, sharp movements faded, merged, then grew still.
 
   “Nice shooting, Huntress,” Voral said quietly into the almost reverent silence.  Ariella reached down and very carefully withdrew the arrows, and a faint, regretful sadness seeped into the charged atmosphere.  
 
   Verrena’s stallion galloped up and she slid off easily as he went by the group.   Breathing a little hard, she came up to the audience watching the corpse, looking over it as curiously as any of them.  As the girls began to slowly replenish their arsenals from the depository of his body, she said, “If that was a horse, I’d say he’d been saddled.”  She pointed to the faint outline on the glossy mahogany of his hide.  
 
   “His horns have been tipped, too,” Ari added, suddenly remembering.
 
   “And his hooves,” Jordan added, pointing one out.  “We never did get down there…” she said regretfully.  She raised her head, looking south, and several of the other girls did the same.
 
    Melkin and Traive exchanged a look at the other end of the bull.  “There are lands south of the Sheel?” Melkin asked alertly.
 
   No one said anything, and were it not for the breeze stirring their bright hair and the edges of their clothes, the Whiteblades could have been statues.  Finally, as if breaking a spell, Voral said, “We don’t know—we never got down there.”
 
   The girls roused from their contemplation, whispering off in various directions, and Dorian said, “Let’s move camp downslope and another hour in.”  The northern party reluctantly started drifting back to the trail and, hopefully, some of their absent horses.
 
   The bull was inevitably the topic of conversation around the fire that night.  Ari personally thought it was perfectly satisfactory as a mystery and was ready to move on—perhaps to a nice secluded talk with Selah under the trees.  But Voral joined them right after they’d finished eating, sprawling out at the edge of their circle in unmistakable indication that she was going to stay.  She’d sat right next to Cerise, which didn’t make for a very flattering comparison.  Cerise looked scrawny and shrunken and shrewish next to all that robust vitality.  The warrior sat there, joking with the boys, her carrot-top head of hair catching the firelight, until Cerise interrupted with faint scorn, “Are you really trying to make us believe that you have no idea what that creature was—that in all your hundreds of years of living and vast accumulations of knowledge—”
 
   “Chunks and cinders, woman,” Voral interrupted in a drawl, “life is not that serious.”  Smiles erupted around the fire, and Rodge choked on a piece of biscuit.
 
   The Cerise of old would have been spitting fire, but this new one just surveyed the red-headed girl coldly.  “It seems odd that a woman claiming to be so devoted to Il should have such foul language.”
 
   Voral winced and leaned back on her arms.  “I’ve gotten a lot better,” she said heavily, so disarmingly honest that it rendered Cerise temporarily speechless.  “Row says I have a deeply entrenched cognitive malfunction,” Voral admitted.  “I don’t even think about it…it just sort of comes out.  I don’t even mean anything by it.  Usually.”
 
   “You’ve had all these hundreds of years to work at it, though…” Cerise said snidely.
 
   “Leave it alone,” Banion rumbled.  Not only was Voral one of his favorite—that is to say, least-hated—Whiteblades, but Merranics were cheerful and imaginative cussers themselves, without the least regard to sensibility, circumstance, or gender.
 
   Voral was thoughtful, head tipped back in perusal of the starry night, but she said after a minute, “Part of the problem is that it just doesn’t seem to matter, when you get right down to it.  When you’re alone with Il, when He fills your mind and soul and you can’t even breathe for the enormity and the purity…well, a little discourteous speech is the least of your failures. There’s just so much else wrong, so much rottenness—all the way to the core of your being, that…well, like I said, nothing in the day-to-day trodding out of this life seems like it’s all that important.  You either focus on Him, or you go mad.”
 
   There wasn’t much Cerise could say to that.  Ari felt a grim satisfaction; served her right for bringing up Il.
 
      They waited, the mounting tension maddening, especially given the pace of their adventure so far.  Voral taught the boys a scandalous card game and Traive helped them practice with their axes, but Ari was still so restless he was ready to trot off to Zkag right then and there.  That was part of what made it hard…here they were, within spitting distance of their goal, of meeting the Empress, of doing something dastardly (he hoped) to the Ruby god—this would be the single most exciting, dangerous thing he’d ever done, and as full of dread as it made him, he still itched to be at it.
 
   Sometime in the afternoon he overheard Dorian say, “Does it smell like rain?”  All the northerners turned to look at her in surprise, not only because they were traveling on the lip of the greatest desert known to man, but because the skies were crystalline blue and clear.  Every Whiteblade in the immediate area, however, most sharpening arrow tips, nodded.
 
   “‘Twill be quite a storm,” Tamaren said, adding with a look at the northerners, “Perhaps a shelter?”
 
   Dorian agreed and didn’t have any trouble getting the bored northern party to help cut pine and cedar boughs and wend them into a sort of roof back in under the trees.  In the process, Ari and Selah discovered a pretty little meadow surrounded by the leftovers of a few rare deciduous trees.  The trees had lost their leaves already, a reminder that it was deep into autumn farther north, but it was still so picturesque that the two snuck back after the shelter was complete and most of the others had swooned into afternoon naps.
 
   A cool breeze had started to blow by the time they settled into the longish grass at one edge of the meadow, stirring the dead leaves on the ground and bringing a few whirling down from above.  It was momentous, them being there, just talking of random things, and Ari became aware of a deep satisfaction as the solitude and peace sank in.  
 
   “I wish you’d been there when I found out…when the Rach pointed me out as a Sheelman,” he said.
 
   She smiled at him, and he was struck again by how steady she was.  Nothing seemed to shake that tranquility.  “It looks like you’ve handled it pretty well.”
 
   “Not really,” he admitted.  “I was angry for a long time, and…scared, I guess.  I didn’t know what it meant,” he added hastily, not wanting her to think he was still scared.  It felt weird to talk about this stuff out loud, but it was worth it, to have her eyes fixed on him with that look in them…
 
   “And…well,” he edged, “it’s not the greatest feeling in the world to know you’re…you’re related to, you know, those people.”  The way she was looking at him, that sympathy overflowing from the dark pools of her eyes…could she, did she, was it possible that she…?  She’d never given any indication that she thought of him as more than a friend, but…
 
   “In a way, you’re lucky,” she said quietly, and he felt like she’d slapped him in the face.  The roses and sweet strains of music came crashing down around his head.
 
   “Lucky?” he said flatly.
 
   “Don’t get me wrong—it had to be quite a shock to find it out—”
 
   Quite a shock???
 
   “But, you might have gone your whole life otherwise without ever coming to the knowledge of Il, or realizing what exactly we all are in relation to Him.”
 
   He stared at her wordlessly.  Il?  This was all about Il?  Was that all she cared about—was there nothing there for him?  Around him, the leaves scurried about in a rising wind that reflected rather nicely his own agitation.
 
   “You think I’m lucky?  To be the cast-off son of a Sheelman and his woman who—by some rare chance—happened to be one of the few that thought enough of her offspring to—to  abandon him in the forest?!  You think I’m lucky to have the blood of monsters in my veins!?”
 
   “Ari,” she said placatingly, trying to hide surprise, “I only meant to show that there was a good side—”
 
   
  
 


“A good side?!” he stared at her angrily, having to raise his voice over the moan of the wind and the rattle of branches.  It was getting dark and ugly fast, bruised clouds covering the late sun, the air alive with electricity.  “Selah, I can never step foot in the Ramparts—the Rach at the Kingsmeet almost killed me on sight!  I can never walk the hills of the White Wilds!  If the Warwolves catch a whiff of me they’ll hunt me down until one of us is dead!  Because they were created to kill MONSTERS LIKE ME!”
 
   “You’re not a monster!” she cried in distress.  They had both jumped to their feet.  Her eyes were full of pain and alarm, and for a minute, he calmed.  Maybe she really did feel something for him.  Why else would she be so concerned?
 
   “Sheelmen have committed the greatest atrocities ever known,” he said feelingly, staring down into those beautiful eyes.  Around them the meadow was alive with motion, the grasses tossing, the bare branches of the trees raking the dark sky.
 
   “You’re not a Sheelman,” she cried firmly.  “You’re a wonderful, generous, self-less man that has been created just exactly as Il intended.”
 
   The inner glow that had been starting to warm him ceased abruptly.  Il.  Again.  He didn’t want to be what Il intended, if it meant this!  And who was Il to spread misery and horror so liberally amongst the people he was supposed to love so much?  Ari jerked away from her, brow black as the thunderous sky overhead.
 
   “It’s easy for you to say, easy for you to see ‘Il’s hand’ in everything,” he threw his arm wide.  “You don’t have to LIVE with being this particular creation!”
 
   “Ari,” she said, bewilderment fading into firmness. “Self-pity will not help you through this—you are using this as an excuse!” she cried as he turned angrily from her.
 
   “What would you have me do?” he demanded.  “Just pretend everything’s sweet as      cherry pie, that who I am doesn’t matter, that I’m an Illian and just have to put everything in Hands greater than mine?” he cried, half-desperate.  She didn’t understand.  He was a fool to think anyone could understand this, could understand what it meant to carry this knowledge around inside of you.
 
   “No,” she was saying stridently, “Pretense is never the answer!  You are clinging to this as if your very…identity depends on it!”  Any concern she had for him was hidden under a layer of obvious frustration, and he turned to glower blackly down at her.  The wind tugged insistently at his clothes, whipped his hair into his eyes, moaned in his ears.
 
   “It. Is. My. Identity!” he ground out.
 
   “You are no different than anyone else!” she cried, disbelief warring in her eyes with…pity.  She would pity him?!  Well, he didn’t need her pity, or her compassion—he didn’t need anybody or anything!  Furious, he spun away from her and strode across the meadow.
 
   Behind him, he heard her cry out beseechingly, “You’re a man like any other, Ari!” 
 
   And something let loose in him.  He whirled on her, fury and self-loathing and loneliness a maelstrom inside of him. 
 
    “I’M A TARQ!” he screamed, from the bottom of his soul. 
 
    They stared at each other across the heaving meadow, each as shocked as the other. Lightning struck nearby, the crash deafening, and a few hard pellets of rain belted into them.  Neither of them noticed.  Slowly, Ari sank to his knees, face a mask of the confusion tearing at his insides.  Then, somehow, he was sobbing and Selah had run to him and was holding him and murmuring with her cheek against his hot one and the great raw wound inside of him was finally all the way open and could be cleansed.  The storm quieted abruptly around them as the heavens opened their floodgates, pouring out a deluge of rain.  Quietly, it calmed the shrieking trees, stilled the seething grass.  Its soothing flood washed away the temper of the storm, and the anger and the fear and the unknowing from the fragile humans clinging to each other in the middle of the meadow.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 34
 
    
 
   Logically, the tunnels beneath the Sheel couldn’t go on forever, and they didn’t.  The first voices she heard, Sable ignored, assuming she was hallucinating.  She’d started doing that; the continual deprivation of everything essential to life—sleep, food, water—was starting to take its toll after all these weeks, even on her strong young body.
 
                 But they came again, a background murmur of voices and movement, an echoing, and a faint roaring sound.  Wearily, Sable raised her head, more dully curious than hopeful.  A light was growing ahead of them.  Invigorated just by the thought of something besides endless sandstone walls to look at, her steps picked up.  
 
                 The sounds grew louder.  She could make out individuals now—an argument, a woman’s cry.  The chill passageway began to grow warmer and lighter and the Tarq carrying the torch put it out on the ground and left it.  Neither one of them had ever spoken in all these long weeks, not to her, not to each other.
 
                 They spoke now, for suddenly they had come out into a room.  A sense of space soared up all around them, then a man loomed abruptly up into her view over her captors’ shoulders.  She stared at him, starved for sensory input, dimly amazed there were things in the world that weren’t the color of sand.  
 
                 He was obviously a different kind of Sheelman, with none of the reserved, deft ways of her shrouded captors.  In a harsh language she’d never heard, he demanded something of her companions, barring their way with his feet spread and his hands on his flabby sides.  His body was darkly tanned and gleamed as if it was oiled, and there was quite a bit of it on display.  A greasy cloth hung like a skirt to mid-thigh, and that and sandals were all he had on.  But his hair was deep, rich red and the insolent eyes scanning her face were like the clearest aqua-colored gems she’d ever seen.  If it weren’t for the current situation and the nasty expression on that dark face, he would have been beautiful—as much so as the boy Melkin was dragging around with him all over the Realms.
 
                 His eyes were rich with expression—unlike her two friends of the past endless weeks—and they were running the gamut now, going from a sort of disgusted scorn, to disbelief, to unfettered, malicious glee.  He crowed something triumphantly in his grating tongue, and several more people came into view.  The room beyond him, she saw, was lit with enormous, glowing braziers.  That was where the heat was coming from, and why the light was so dim and smoky…and such a sinister red.  
 
                 Two men, more fit but also shiny and draped with little skirts, came suddenly up on each side of her.  They took her arms and the rope from the two wrapped Sheelmen, and just like that, her long journey was over.
 
                 Fully and apprehensively awake now, heart pounding, she scrabbled for dignity as the two hustled her across the big room.  Was she being taken to parley?  Was this the long dreamed-for chance to treat with the Sheelmen?  Hopeful, she dragged the tattered remnants of her composure around her.  This could be the most historic moment of her Empire’s—the Realms’—entire existence.
 
                 They passed through several more brazier-lit rooms, Sable gathering her wits.  It was getting warmer and it…smelled.  Like a charnel house.  The occasional screams, near and far, were a little unnerving, too.  An increasing number of people passed by, some staring but many more not paying attention to their surroundings at all.  They were trim or flabby, swathed or half-naked, oily or dust-covered.  There were even some women, ratty-haired, dirty, with loose, dull-colored gowns, and these moved so quickly it was more of a scurry, eyes downcast, expressions furtive.
 
   Her escort brought her to a halt in a little room that looked like it was carved out of solid rock.  It was almost empty of furnishings except for a largish fire, which had it so hot she began sweating immediately—even in the thin, barely decent rags her clothes had become.
 
   Encouragingly, one of the men removed the ropes from her wrists.  But before she’d even had the pleasure of rubbing where they’d worn for weeks and weeks, they pulled her arms back behind her and shoved her toward the wall, so close to the brazier that she shied back in renewed fear.
 
   Pushing her down, they did something behind her back, and the clink of chains and the feel of new fetters on her hands…wasn’t so encouraging.  The heat from the fire made her wince—she was barely out of spark range—and as they turned unmistakably to leave, she cried out, “Wait! Aren’t you--!”
 
   Whirling, one of them slapped her across the mouth, with no malice and hardly any thought, to look at his face.  Still, it slammed her head into the wall and she would have passed out except that as she slid downward, the pain of her arms being pulled back brought her sharply back to consciousness.  In time to see the door to the room swinging shut.
 
   Oh, good, she thought in dull despair, that will keep those cold drafts out.  What now?  Dread crept up, replacing what had been a rather hopeful anticipation.  She strongly suspected, from the triumphant glee on that first naked Sheelman’s face, that they knew who she was.  Was this the audience chamber?  To soften her up, make her more tractable to what they had to say?  Well, no matter how much they tortured her, she wasn’t giving them anything but fair terms…if they thought a little heat and pain were enough to turn a Northerner to mush over a treaty, they had a surprise coming. 
 
   But they had chained her at a very awkward angle.  To sit on her folded legs made her too low, to kneel on her knees pulled at her shoulder sockets unbearably from a different angle.  And the heat…it was so wiltingly, frightfully hot that it almost took her mind off her positioning.  She tried desperately not to think of water, of the cool oasis of the Don Eshaid, of the feast celebrating her arrival at the Hilt…of the magic between her and Kyr when they looked into each other’s eyes…
 
   She was starting to feel a little sorry for herself when the door swung open.  Three women entered with their furtive scuffle, carrying tubs and rags of cloth.  They came right to her, settling around her with all their things, but not a one of them even glanced at her.  Something about their faces made her pause in gushing out any effusive greetings, either.  All three had red or orange hair and those brilliant blue-green eyes, but it was their expression that made her hesitate.
 
   Two of them immediately began to hiss at each other in their strange words, a guttural anger kept low.  The third had a dull purple bruise that took up one entire brown cheekbone and swatted at them, looking like she was trying to bring them under control.  One of them lashed back at her, knocking Sable aside accidentally, and sudden agony seared through her shoulders.  They felt like they were dislocating and she cried out with the sudden, sharp, wrong feeling.  And then all three did look at her.
 
   And very deliberately, with a sneer curling her lip, one of them pushed her again.  But she was ready this time, and looked back into those molten aquamarine eyes with a look so frigid it could have been right off the slopes of the snowy Crown Mountains.
 
   Roughly, face twisted with disdain, the one with the bruise reached out and ripped her dress off of her. The others helped, tearing it up right in front of her where she could see it, as if to say, there’s no going back.
 
   She barely had time to wonder what this was going to mean before two of them picked up one of the tubs, and half-rising, dumped it over her.  She had to fight not to scream—it was scalding hot.  They must have just got done boiling it.  Grilled, then boiled, she thought in breathless agony, skin a riot of stinging pain.
 
   But the last was probably the worst: a huge tub of grease that they daubed and smeared over her whole body until she felt like a basted turkey.  It smelled so horrible that she gagged several times, unable to stop herself, which made them push her more, waving the brushes tauntingly under her nose.  Vindictively, she wished she had something in her stomach so she could spew it on them.
 
   Lastly, they slipped a long, featureless piece of cloth with a rough hole for her head over her, fastening it around her slender waist (even more slender now) with a string of stones that glinted in brilliant, fiery red in the light from the brazier.  Rubies, she thought in distracted amazement...enough to ransom a queen.
 
   There was more pushing, sneers, what were probably taunts and insults judging from the looks on their faces as they delivered them.  Then they were rising, gathering their things as Sable watched with a wary kind of hope.  At the door, they turned, taking one more look at her.  But there was a different expression on their faces, every one of them, there at the last.
 
   As they finally left, unfortunately closing the door firmly behind them, she breathed a shaky sigh.  What kind of place was this?  If she wasn’t mistaken, that had been jealousy on those women’s faces.  Her shoulders throbbed with the effort of keeping her arms in their sockets, the pressure in the joints building agonizingly as her legs trembled with the effort at keeping her level.  Her entire body felt like it had a first degree burn, and the skin she could see was bright red.  And she didn’t think relations were going to be quite what she’d hoped between Empire and Sheelmen.
 
   Hunger, thirst, and weariness came back with a vengeance.  
 
     Irise joined them the next afternoon, litter-borne between two horses.  She was happy, winsome, and paralyzed, a confusing mix to the Northerners, and she chattered delightedly with anyone who stopped by her pallet.  It was only her right arm that wasn’t working, the blow to her back having severed or impaired the nerves to that area, and she laughingly pointed out how shrunken her tiny little biceps were on that side.
 
                 “I can’t tell much difference,” Loren admitted to Ari out of earshot.  Ari just smiled benignly.  His mind couldn’t really understand what had happened in the meadow last night, but his heart was at greater peace than he’d ever known.  It wasn’t like his life had changed; it was just that he understood it better.  Like he was standing above it somehow, watching someone else live it out.  Overwhelmed with the forgiveness, the acceptance that he’d been given, he sort of helplessly gave it back in the form of fond affection for those around him.
 
                 It was obvious to even the most uninitiated in the arts of war that those around him were now in preparation for it.  There was enough weaponry spread over the meadow to fill a castle armory, and every single Whiteblade not on guard duty was bent over her collection, polishing and sharpening anything steel, tightening bindings, replacing lacings, stringing fresh bowstring.  Several of the white scabbards, startlingly bright amongst all the steel and leather, were in sight, but none of the swords were ever drawn.  Sylvar even refused Loren flat-out when he asked to see it.
 
                 “They’re not toys,” she told him, her cheerful voice implacable.  “Nor are they drawn but in grave need.”
 
                 “Are they really white?” Loren asked Banion.  Inspired by all the activity and bored out of their skulls, most of the northern group had their own relatively scant collection out, bending over it attentively with sharpening stones and oiled cloth.  
 
                 “Legend has it there’s a whitish sheen to them,” he allowed, “but it’s probably just a hyper-reflectivity.  It’s easy to do, just change the proportion of the steel alloy—but it weakens the blade.”  He scowled disapprovingly and Ari and Loren shared a look.  It went without saying that there was nothing worse than a Weak Blade.
 
                 “Nonsense,” Melkin growled and the boys turned to look at him in surprise.  He wasn’t talking to them, however.  Wasn’t even looking at them.  He was seated a few yards away with Rowena, the healer, deep in some discussion.  Her face was a study of tranquil beauty, even while putting a razor edge on a wicked-looking dirk.
 
                 “How can it be nonsense,” Ari heard her ask him, voice gentle and practical, “when there is evidence of it in your own life?”  Melkin stared hard at her—granted, not an unpleasant pastime—and Ari had to strain to hear her say quietly, “How else do you explain how a lonely young boy, drawn to the wilderness to avoid the disappointments of growing up, should become so captivated by the wild creatures that lived there, should set his hungry heart so unshakably on the companionship of the great Warwolves?  Should revere them so much that his life would entwine with theirs, so that he would even face the foolishness of the Imperial government just to be at their sides?  Should turn back to them with a thousand times stronger ardor when his sole human companionship was taken early from him?  Should know them so well that their instincts would become his, that their wordless, unreasoning knowledge would drive him across the world in a hunt that he barely understood to come at just the right moment to a critical meeting of the Dark and the Light?”
 
                 Melkin’s face was like a slab of stone.
 
                 “You may never know just how crucial your timing was,” she continued, looking very deeply into those hard grey eyes, “but I will tell you now…that you are not here, at this time, by accident.”
 
                 “Only the Healer would try to tame that old wolf,” a voice said almost in his ear, and he jumped guiltily.  It was Adama, rolling her eyes at the two sitting alone a short distance away.  “Her or Rox.” 
 
                 Ari started to say something but trailed off, arrested at the sudden change in her freckled face.  It was abruptly intent and unsmiling, focused on the far side of their little camp.  Ari realized that all sound had ceased, all weapons laid softly aside and the Whiteblades beginning to rise, brushing steel powder off their leggings with their eyes fixed in the same direction as Adama.  
 
                 Who was no longer there, he realized belatedly.  The northern group glanced at each other.  After Cyrrh and the irrefutable demonstration of their less than acute sixth, seventh and eighth senses, they were all pretty used to the idea of their sub-prime faculties.  Without a word, everyone rose and followed the Whiteblades.
 
                 V’ren had left days ago with a bunch of horses to meet the Whiteblades from the Swamps, and now they heard the unmistakable sound of them moving through the trees.  There was not a tremendous effort at secrecy, apparently, because they could even make out the sound of conversing.  But when they broke out into the meadow where the camp was, all went quiet.
 
                 It was odd…there were five Whiteblades in that group, all lively, attractive females, but nobody noticed any of them but the one.  She dismounted with casual grace, unaware of the raised eyebrows, the breaths caught in throats, the effect the sight of her was having on the non-Whiteblade contingent of the local population.
 
                 Ari stared, shaken to his recently stabilized core.  Loren was whispering something awed in his ear but he was barely aware of it.  His world seemed to spin insensibly, the ground unsteady under his feet. For the leader of the Swords of Light, the most single-mindedly compassionate, selfless, devoted group of warriors in the entire Realms for a thousand years, utterly dedicated to the grace and love of Il…was a Tarq.
 
      Lt. Waylan was waiting for him, as ordered, when he got back from the inspection of the bridge.  With the bivouac area that would soon house over 500,000 troops almost completely laid out, Androssan had both the time and the ease of mind to turn his attention to other matters.
 
                 He flung the greatcloak off his shoulders and settled into the camp chair, pulling his books toward him while commanding quietly, “What did you find out about the Rach, Lieutenant?”
 
                 “Sir.  They are a simple people, Sir, rather than primitive,” he began, while Androssan scribbled notes in the logistics books before he forgot them.  “And have a deeply entrenched honor system that is their main social constriction.”
 
                 “No government.”  Everyone in the North pretty much knew that.
 
                 “Very limited, Sir.  The oral word is considered binding and seals almost every conceivable sort of contract among them—” 
 
                 “Do they even have paper?” Androssan drawled, flipping open the supply book.  The Daroe would have fresh fish they would need to factor in as foodstuffs.
 
                 “Not much, Sir,” Waylan admitted, “and that supply is almost exclusively in their Chronicles and other recorded histories.  They do not keep track of commercial transactions.  Indeed, they exist largely on the barter system, using tirna mostly just where they interface with the Empire.  They do, of course, have a very strong oral tradition.”
 
                 Like most primitive societies.  Even the Merranics still had tale-tellers as an accepted occupation.  How much fish could one plan on the Daroe supplying in a day?
 
                 “Don’t they have a legislative body?”  Androssan was sure he’d heard one of the Shagreens at the Kingsmeet alluding to it.  When there was no answer, he glanced up and saw Waylan struggling with what looked like a smile.  With his commanding officer’s eyes on him, he mastered it.
 
                 “Not exactly, Sir,” he said straight-faced.  “Their Rachar is basically composed of the Shagreens, though anyone the Rach chooses can Stand on it, and its use is highly variable and dependent on the Rach.  Some use them for judgment, some for advice, some to help make decrees, but they have no official nor consistent function.  Rach Kyr never uses his formally, for instance, and it is said that the next time the Rachar Stands, it will be to Band a new Rach.”
 
                 Androssan grunted, clarifying, “They make no laws at all—just whatever happens to occur to the Rach becomes a decree?”  Simple was an understatement; this was barely a functioning society.
 
                 Waylan said slowly, “Sir…the entire focus of the Rach, the blinding purpose of every man, woman, child, horse, dog, bird—most everything Aerach in any sense—is to make war.  Everything else takes second place, Sir.  Everything.”
 
                 “And how do they fight, Lieutenant?” Androssan asked coolly, sensing the strains of romanticism starting to cloud the air.
 
                 “The functional fighting unit is the cyclone, Sir, a seven-horse group of men led in theory by the ‘whip.’  In actuality, any of them seem to call out commands and take charge.  There are two and only two formations—the attack, when the entire rill advances on line, and the defense, when a cyclone breaks off and collapses back into a circle around the whip.  This is really the whip’s function—he is always the oldest and most experienced in the group, as he takes the full brunt of attack until the Enemy gets around to flank him and begins to engage the other Rach.”
 
                 Androssan, intrigued despite himself, had his full attention on the Lieutenant.  “I’ve heard it’s a young Army.”
 
                 “Probably one-third of the adult fighting males are under twenty, Sir,” Waylan reported quietly.
 
                 The General’s brow clouded.  That was worse than he’d thought—that was teenagers fighting.  How could you expect discipline and sufficient skill at that age level to...?
 
                 Waylan, reading his thoughts, added, “And I would estimate 90% of all Aerach soldiers have engaged the Enemy, Sir.”
 
                 Androssan’s mind whirled with the ramifications of this.  Experience—every leader’s dream in a troop of men—resided in the Rach in boys scarcely older than his son.  He was going to need time to consider this.  
 
   “Continue, Lieutenant,” he said brusquely.
 
                 “Yes, Sir.  The cyclone falls into a closed ring, with the horses’ rumps to the center, and as soon as they have completed the formation—which is very quickly, Sir; I’ve never seen a cav unit of any size as agile as they are—they begin to move, as a circle formation.  Sometimes it is just whirling around their center, sometimes they move laterally as well.”
 
                 Androssan stared at him in frank disbelief.  That would take extraordinary coordination and control, and in the middle of battle?  Implausible, at the least.
 
                 “I’ve never seen anything like it, Sir,” Waylan admitted, dropping his eyes for a minute.
 
                 “What’s the next size unit?” Androssan asked, changing the subject.  It amazed him there were no written records of any of this.  Apparently, the Northerners of old were so used to fighting with the Border Realms that it never occurred to them it might someday be useful information.
 
                 “The rill, Sir.  There are 100 cyclones in a rill,” Waylan reported reluctantly.
 
                 “A hundred cyclones.”  Androssan snapped it out.  “There is no better organization than that?  How in the world do they pass on information or organize…anything!  You’re saying they have one man—the rillian, I assume—in sole charge of 100 men?!”  This was disastrous.  The first thing Rach Kyr was going to have to consider, if they ever ended up working together, was reorganizing his cavalry.  There was no way such an inefficient system was going to work with the intel and coms requirements of the Imperial Army.
 
                 Waylan cleared his throat.  “They’re very independent, Sir.  Each cyclone, from what I understand, is basically on its own eventually in every battle.  There’s little time or need for orders from above…because they are all well-trained enough to carry out their missions as individual units,” he finished in a rush.  This was a sore point in the Imperial ranks.  Well-trained, self-sufficient troops were the goal of every command—on paper.  But off-record, every officer knew that completely independent units made for an out-of-control disaster, especially when it came to successful coordination.
 
                 Correctly gauging the look in his commander’s eye, Waylan rushed on, “There are ten rills in a Wing, Sir, each of which, of course, is commanded by a Shagreen.  There are also several hundred ’Tips—Wingtips, they call them—the messengers.  They put young boys on the biggest, strongest stallions, and run them all over the Sheel.  They’re very fast—the Rach say a ’Tip can travel from one end of a Wing to the other in under a day.”
 
                 Androssan, temporarily distracted from the organizational nightmare trotting his way by the necessity of adding up numbers, did quick math.  Seven thousand horse per Wing, plus those messengers…they were talking almost 150,000 horse.  A smile blossomed in his disgruntled heart—150,000!  Of, arguably, the finest light cavalry in the world.  
 
                 Waylan saw only unhappy creases on his General’s face and heard only, “I hate to hear what they consider a young boy.  Five-year-olds?”
 
                 “They can be as young as ten, Sir.  They are considered men by fourteen.”
 
                 “Anything else?” Androssan asked abruptly.  He wanted this message on its way to Rach Kyr, and its messenger was still standing here in front of him spinning out bad and ridiculous news.
 
                 “Yes, Sir,” Waylan answered promptly.  “There are two things to be factored in when considering the Rach, Sir.  I saw an exercise while I was there, three opposing rills on one, and, Sir, they do not give up.”
 
                 “All right,” Androssan acknowledged, fitting the message into its leather bag.
 
                 “Sir,” Waylan said, with a faintly pleading undertone, “I don’t mean that they are persistent or committed, I mean…Sir, that exercise took a day and a half.  They did not break, they took no food or water, they did not secure their wounded—they fought, at the most intense level you can imagine, until every last member of the opposing rills was called as dead.  And, Sir, they gave no ground.  Each cyclone was—swarmed by Enemy, completely encapsulated…”
 
                 The General cast a calculating eye up at his lieutenant.  Violins were starting to play in the background again.  “What’s the other thing?” he asked curtly.
 
                 Waylan swallowed as if trying to bring his thoughts together.  “The Rach leads them personally, Sir.”
 
                 Androssan grunted dismissively.  “That’s the main reason Merrani has been so against women on the Imperial throne for the past several hundred years.”  From what he’d heard, the same was true in Cyrrh.  All the other Realms lived in fear of a woman being in charge of their Forces.
 
                 “I mean, Sir, that he Rides Out at the front of his forces.  He physically leads Wings, even rills.”
 
                 Androssan stared at him.  “That’s madness,” he said flatly.  It was bad enough Kane took a visible spot on the battlefield, but even he wasn’t so stupid as to be at the front of a charge.  “And what does he consider is so worth the risk of his being killed in battle?” Androssan drawled.
 
                 “Sir, from the time they are old enough to understand the concept, the Rach are driven by honor, by personal courage.  It is impossible for them to conceive of a leader that doesn’t have these qualities—he represents those qualities.  A Rach belongs at the front of their forces, and the Rachar would never Band someone who didn’t think that same way.”  Waylan shrugged eloquently.
 
                 He had an open, ingenuous look on his face, obviously an admirer of said Rach, and Androssan heaved an internal sigh.  Military admiration was one thing, but this sentimental veneration was another—and it had no place in the Imperial Corps.
 
                 “Lieutenant, are you giving a report or a poetry recital?” he asked quietly.  He’d never been a screamer, though it worked well for some.  He’d just always been of the personal opinion that it worked better in surgically inserted doses, rather than as a comprehensive interactive policy.
 
                 Waylan snapped to full attention for the first time since Androssan had seen him, face flushing.
 
                 “A report, SIR!”
 
                 “Then get your head out of the clouds and back to business.”  He handed the rigid officer his message packet.  “Get this to Rach Kyr as quickly as you can.  We’re eventually going to have to meet in person; start softening him up to leave the Ramparts.”
 
                 “Yes, Sir!”  He snapped the packet professionally to his side.
 
                 “Dismissed.”  He was a good kid, had done a superb job.  Androssan had chosen him for that very openness—it would take a Northerner with at least a hint of romantic leanings to be able to get close enough to the Rach to understand them.  He’d be a fabulous personal aide, Androssan thought regretfully.  Intuitive, insightful…but he couldn’t very well ruin his career by keeping him in Staff his whole life.  
 
                 The Imperial General sighed and went back to his books.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 35
 
    
 
   She was a Tarqina, to be exact.  The Chieftess of the Whiteblades had such brilliant orange and yellow highlights in her red hair that it looked like a cloud of fire around her lean, bronzed face, tendrils licking at her throat and shoulders.  Her eyes were a startling, brilliant azure, slightly slanted and so piercing, so knowing, that Ari almost winced as she looked at him.  And she seemed, unfortunately, to have eyes for no one but him.  No one had moved.  There wasn’t a rush of greetings or welcomings or anything.  Just a respectful silence from the loosely gathered Whiteblades and an electricity that crackled from those uncanny eyes.
 
                 “There are things,” she said in a light, sibilant voice and an accent he’d never heard anywhere, “we need to discuss.”
 
     Every word seemed to fall on Ari’s ear like a bell tolling doom.  She was unmistakably talking to him, and for all his impassioned protestations about being kept in ignorance over the last few weeks, he suddenly didn’t want to know.  Anything.  The weeks and months and years of wondering about his past had come to an end, and the unwillingness to go a step farther down this path rose in him like a physical thing.  There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that nothing she was going to tell him was going to be good.
 
   Dorian’s voice came whispering through his memory, strangely bracing...the courage that will be demanded of you will be of a different sort…  Well, here it was then.  He swallowed again, the third or fourth time, steeling himself, and managed a jerky nod.  When Rheine walked away into the woods, a flaming, graceful sprite, he followed by pure force of will.  He’d never dreaded anything so much in his life.
 
                 Rodge and Loren were off by themselves, fine-tuning their list, when Ari sought them out later.  He’d been cloistered with Rheine for hours, his world turned upside-down and backwards—again—but he came out of it clearer-headed than he’d been in a long time.
 
                 His friends had put the time to good use, making final adjustments to their rankings of the Whiteblades.  Qualifications were stringent:  beauty, shapeliness, and, well, that Certain Something.  Ari had frowned fiercely at them when they’d started, and he was no more interested now.
 
                 He flopped glumly down next to them, gathering his thoughts, and was interrupted as soon as he opened his mouth.
 
                 “She’s too distracting,” Loren disagreed.  “You can’t even have a conversation with her.”
 
   Ari sighed in frustration.  He knew exactly who they were discussing.  Rodge held adamantly to the theory that Brook was the very embodiment of womanhood.  She’d been at the top of his list unshakably for weeks now.
 
                 “Guys,” Ari said.
 
                 “Yeah,” Rodge said, deadpan and completely ignoring Ari, “I’ve noticed you’re QUITE cerebral when interacting with females.  A flaming intellectual.”
 
                 “I need to talk to you,” Ari said insistently.
 
                 “I just want someone who has more going for her than raw animal appeal,” Loren said.
 
                 “Liar,” Rodge accused him.
 
                 “I don’t think this is going to turn out well,” Ari plunged in.
 
                 “It’s no big deal, Ar,” Rodge waved away his concern.  “In fact, it’s probably better if we both don’t put the same one first.”
 
                 “Listen to me,” he insisted, and they both turned to look at him blankly.  “This isn’t going to end well,” he said again, miserable at the thought of what faced them.  It was different for him; there would be a purpose to his death if he didn’t make it, but them…
 
                 “What?” Rodge asked.  Ari, at a loss for words now that he had their attention, waved vaguely out at the busy meadow.  Whiteblades, Ivory, Swords of Light, Followers, whatever you wanted to call them, moved quietly here and there in the growing dusk, graceful and exquisite as butterflies.  The campfire, where Yve was creating something that smelled delectable, was reflected off the edges of dozens of razor sharp axes, swords, and knives, and buckets worth of arrow tips.              
 
                 “This quest?” Loren said, more romantically inclined.
 
                 Ari nodded heavily.  “I think,” he said quietly, “that you two should take Cerise and Selah and go back.”
 
                 Loren goggled at him.  “What?  Why?”
 
                 “Because it’s going to get dangerous.  Someone could get killed.”  There.  He’d said it.
 
                 They both looked at him, completely unimpressed.
 
                 “Really, Ar?” Rodge said dryly.  “If you were so worried about someone getting hurt, why didn’t you speak up back when we could do something about it—like before we left Archemounte?  Since ‘someone could’ve gotten killed’ on average once a day, I’d say, since we started this brainless trip.”
 
                 “But this time I know,” Ari said desperately.
 
                 “I’m pretty sure we all knew, every morning we opened our eyes in Cyrrh.”
 
                 Ari looked stubbornly between the two of them.  “Look, I have to go on…because…of what…of who…I just have to.  But you don’t.  You have another life waiting for you.  I don’t want you to come.”
 
                 Rodge and Loren looked at each other, then back at Ari’s earnest, set face.
 
                 “Get over yourself, Ar,” Rodge said bracingly.  “You’re not some all-important cog in the wheel of life.  And you’re nowhere near capable of making it through this without us.”
 
                 Loren laid a hand on his shoulder.  “We’re not leaving you,” he said firmly.
 
                 “Yeah, yeah, that’s what I meant,” Rodge amended.  “Hey, you got any more of that Cyrrhidean jerky?  I am completely out.”
 
                 “Besides,” Loren said, a slow smile spreading over his handsome face, “this is liable to be the biggest, best adventure of all.”
 
                 Ari smiled weakly.  It certainly was.
 
                    Ari’s impatience with the past few weeks’ slow motion ended abruptly.  The very next day, Rheine came over to the fire at breakfast and captured their immediate collective attention.  Ari was on his third bowl of oats (Yve had added some kind of berry sweetening that made them pure ambrosia) and in silhouette looked about five months pregnant with oatmeal.  Groaning softly, he put down the bowl.
 
                 “Today we cross the Hzukghin Pass,” she told them in her strangely accented voice, without preamble.  She squatted near Traive, her thigh-high boots bunching in the middle of her long legs.  “This is the main route from Zkag to the Atarq port on the Western Sea and is closely guarded.”  
 
   To be honest, few of them were actually paying much attention to what she was saying, alarming as it was.  She had to be the most fascinating person any of them had ever met—you literally could not keep from staring at that fierce, high cheek-boned face.  Her eyes were almost hypnotic, able to turn a perfectly intelligent male into a stuttering idiot in seconds, but even Cerise was subdued in her presence.   Encircling her long neck was a wide band of some dull, hammered metal, which, despite the hours he’d spent looking so intently at her yesterday, Ari had somehow never noticed.
 
                 “Speed and silence are paramount,” she cautioned, her voice lingering over the ‘s’ sounds in the odd inflection she had.  “Tho ‘tis unlikely we’ll meet a large force, it only takes one Tarq escaping our notice to warn the entire Sheelshard against us.”  Her breath-stealing glance rested on Cerise and the boys, a singling out which they were used to—for some reason, it seemed to be assumed that the Dra, the Lord Regent of Cyrrh, the Imperial ex-Wolfmaster, and the Knight of the Steelmists didn’t require as much personalized instruction in the art of survival.
 
                 True to her word, by mid-morning the Whiteblades had virtually erased any evidence of their several days of camp and, with a few of them joining the northerners on horseback, they moved quietly south.  
 
   Ari’s heart was pounding like they were assaulting Zkag as they rode stealthily down the trail.  He hovered nervously close to Selah, sitting calm and capable on her roan.  He’d tried yesterday to talk her out of accompanying him, too, but his suggestion had been met with such composed, self-sufficient denial that he’d felt a little silly.  She gave the powerful impression that Zkag would simply require a few more frying pans upside the head, and how nonsensical was to it run from a motley collection of misguided thugs?  Ari had just stood there, looking lamely down at her, unable to come up with an argument, wanting her with him so badly it made his throat ache.  His chest didn’t flutter around anymore when he was with her; now she was lodged solidly in the center of it, a warm glow that was never going to fade.  
 
   Rheine was at the head of their column, Dorian and at least half of the band somewhere else out of sight, and she led them down to the edge of a deep gully, turning warily to follow a switchback down to its floor.  The horses’ hooves rattled like trumpets on the dry, rocky red ground, and Ari’s eyes flew up and down the crevasse, scanning nervously.  He could just barely see Whiteblades on foot down the canyon, keeping lookout from the cover of several big boulders.  The whole canyon was littered with boulders and rocks of varying sizes, and the horses had to pick their way carefully across all but the very middle.  There, where a span the width of a wagon showed impressions of wheels, it was relatively flat and clear.  They started up the other side, Ari cringing at what seemed a thunder of rocks kicked loose by hooves.  
 
   They seemed to be in slow motion.  Ari was in an agony of suspense watching Rheine’s stallion amble along as if he was simply on his way to a new pasture, which his horse brain probably thought he was.  He was nimble as a mountain goat, though, his delicate Aerach hooves as sure as suction on the narrow, steep switchback.  Edgy as Ari was, there were moments he wished he could stop time, wished he was a painter that could capture the scene in front of him.  Rheine would look back continuously, and sometimes, when the sun caught her and the stallion full on against the orange-red rocks, her fiery hair and his long, silken mane and tail streaming in the hot breeze of the gully…it was almost savagely beautiful.
 
   Nothing happened.  He couldn’t believe it, later.  For as much trepidation as he’d had about that one couple hours’ ride…Maybe it was a foreshadowing, he thought as he lay awake staring at the hot southern sky later that night.  Long after the talk was done, after the singing and dancing and the soaring of his soul were over, after he’d whispered good night to Selah, longing to take her in his arms one last time, late into the night he lay and thought about the path before him.  He thought about the danger and the excitement and he didn’t regret for a moment that he’d agreed to do it.  What a glorious use for a life that up until a few days ago had had no use at all.  And what memories he had now to take with him—the aching beauty of the White Wilds and the heart-leaping surges of the Eastern Sea, the lush treasure of Cyrrh and Lirralhisa and her great stags and gryphons…but most of all, the warmth of his friendships, of Selah, and the rare, vivid beauty of the Followers.  He would never forget the night he’d just lived.
 
   Rheine had gathered them all earlier that evening.  As if they were totally secure south of the Pass, they didn’t even mount a guard, and it would have been memorable enough just to have all twenty of those bright, gorgeous persons all together.  
 
   But this was not to be a night of banter and laughter and camaraderie, at least not until later.  The group, to include the northerners, was subdued and serious, a strange, tight tension in the air.  Part of that was Rheine—not the sort you’d want at a let-it-all-loose kind of party—and part of it was the knowledge of what lay before them.  The Whiteblades, at least, had known exactly what they were heading south for.              
 
   Rheine drew a rough stick-figure plan in the soft dirt in the middle of the group, her long legs bending and rising effortlessly as she moved around inside their circle.
 
   They were going to re-enter the canyon tomorrow around midday—late enough to give two other groups of Whiteblades time to move into position.
 
   “We’ll be caught by surprise roughly—here,” she pointed to a spot near the junction of the canyon pass with the Sheel.  Rodge leaned over and whispered to Ari, “We’re planning to be surprised?”  Ari shushed him.
 
   “The Tarq will capture us and take us into the Sheelshard.”  She pivoted on her heels in a crouch and lasered the northern group with those scintillant eyes.  “Do not fight overmuch, if at all.  The point is to be captured.  There is no use dying just to prove that you are surprised.”  Rodge nodded vigorously.
 
   “Once in the ’Shard, we should be taken fairly directly to the Hall of Sacrifices.  It is important that we do not distract them from this—we must get to that Hall.”  She didn’t look at them this time, but Ari was pretty sure that comment was meant for young Northerners.
 
   If the party from the north thought they were finally going to be in on the Real Plan and find out what they had come all this way to do, they were to be disappointed.  The Chieftess of the Whiteblades moved neatly onto a breakdown of troops and equipment.
 
   “The bows will be on the floor with me—Huntress, Scholar, Messenger, Dancer, Archer.”  She looked at them each in turn, then moved that burning gaze onto Irise, able to sit stiffly now with the rest of them.  “And thee, Siren.”  Raven-curled and disappointed, the little Follower mustered a resigned smile.
 
   “Archer,” she said quietly, moving on, “As soon as we get the weapons, you must get that Northern Gate down.  Reinforcements will begin pouring in almost immediately; we cannot fight the entire Sheelshard, as prepared as we are to do so.  Time will not allow.  Huntress,” she turned to tap another opening in the rough square of the Hall drawn in the dirt. “The six guards at the main doors are yours.  When the decoy team comes through, they’ll bring the main gate down behind them, so your only concern is to get the gate guards out of the way.”
 
   She crouched lithely for a moment amongst the swirl of lines, thinking, then moved to the “south” of the drawing and looked up at the Whiteblade that had come in with her from the Swamps.  “Thief, you will bring the Ambassador with the weapons relief up through the high passage.”  Saffron, the new Whiteblade she was addressing, nodded her head, a heavy wave of thick yellow hair falling forward to veil one of her bright, unperturbed eyes.   
 
   Briefly, Rheine’s eyes met Dorian’s calm ones, glowing topaz as the light faded.  “We have talked of this many times,” she said softly, “On my signal, you must be ready.”   More briskly, she continued, “Warrior, the way to the Altar must be kept cleared—that will be your main responsibility.”
 
   Voral, the only one there with her feet and legs splayed into the center of the circle, nodded casually, but her greenish eyes sparked with excitement.
 
   “Tendress, Arboress,” the sibilant voice continued, implacable as death, “get to the main gate as soon as you’re down.  Fighting will be heaviest there until the other team gets in.”  Her face, suddenly grave, lifted across the circle to Rhoda.  “Singer,” she said somberly, “you are now second.  And Healer, third.  The timing is critical.”  Her eyes slanted briefly toward the group from the north.  “I would advise waiting until the gates are down, but circumstance may not allow it.  Use your own judgment.”
 
    “Scout, is that subterranean passage still viable?” she asked next.
 
   Tamaren, the newly arrived Hand that had been running recon, said, “Aye.  ‘Twas three months past.”
 
   “Let us hope it is still.  You and Ash will lead the decoy:  Oratrix”—Adama playfully stuck out her tongue at a disappointed-looking Voral—“Rider, Spear, Provendress.  Wait for the sound of blades to start your rush through the halls.  You are relief, but you must draw off some of the reinforcements first.  It’ll be heavy fighting in those tight passageways…do not get incapacitated before you get to the Hall,” she warned.
 
   “Softy,” Yve accused her, but very quietly.
 
   Rheine rose, standing in commanding silhouette for a moment and looking down at the non-Whiteblade detachment.  “I will not ask you to stay out of the fight that is sure to come.  Nor are any of you under compunction to do other than you will.  But there will be more than a few surprises in the Hall of Sacrifices; I would ask for your own safety and for the sake of the mission that you do as asked.  There will be little time for explanation once steel starts singing.”  
 
   Most of them just nodded, possibly feeling a little overwhelmed, but Melkin said in his gravelly voice, “What of the Empress?  Where does she fit into this?”
 
   “She will be there,” Rheine said, which shed a whole lot more light on the subject.  Then the Chieftess turned abruptly away from them and sought her seat, and an uncharacteristic silence settled over the group.  Ari had an ache in his gut, a sinking conviction that more was going on and would go on than this simple plan she’d just outlined.  She hadn’t even mentioned Raemon.  Or Ari’s role, though he didn’t really want anyone to know about it.
 
   “Lord Il,” Rheine said, voice rich with feeling, and the Whiteblades as one dropped their heads respectfully.  “King of all and ever, great has been Thy keeping these many long years.  Though they have weighed heavy on us, keep us in mind of Thy will and the deeds now required.  We will need Thy strength in the evil place we must go, as will those in our care.  Grant it, we pray Thee, by thy Wisdom for thy Glory, that thy Dominion might ever reign.  Let it be done.”
 
   “So let it be done,” whispered around the group.  The Whiteblades raised their heads, shooting serious looks at each other. 
 
   “Can you play, Siren?” Rheine asked quietly into the soft, pensive dusk.  Faces brightened instantly, and Irise, chirping an affirmative, pulled out a tiny set of pipes from somewhere on her person with her one good hand.  Animated change swept over the group as the first notes broke into the air.  Sylvar leaped like an antelope from a cross-legged sprawl to a whirling dance in the middle of the circle, her boots pounding into oblivion the lines of tomorrow’s plan.  The northerners had never heard such a mad, energetic tune in their life—they could hardly sit still listening to it, and indeed, within minutes several other Whiteblades had joined Sylvar, their feet leaping and kicking in heady unison.  It went on for over an hour, tune after sprightly tune, with laughing and clapping and joking calls to the dancers.  Sylvar was little less than an acrobat, her feet moving so fast sometimes they were a blur; she turned backflips, kicked her legs in dizzying repetition toward the sky, and, occasionally, when a tune turned wispy and sentimental, twirled and curved and arched her body so slowly and gracefully that it made your throat tighten.  
 
   Sweet Rhoda sang a song that would make a stone wall weep, and was begged for more so many times that there were hours more of that, sometimes with dancing, sometimes not.  The northerners had heard a few of them, but most sounded old, with archaic shifts of tone and odd, mournful flats.
 
   Then, very late, when the sky was nothing but brilliant diamonds overhead and the moon was the only light in a clearing long dead of fire, Irise started a new, strange tune on her set of pipes.  All the Whiteblades rose as if on signal, singing a single word in a deep, primal kind of tune.  They all began to move in unison, a set dance, kicking their feet slowly and stepping to the side so that soon they made a circling wheel.  The tempo picked up, the song brightened, Rhoda’s disembodied voice singing a heart-breaking aria in and around the base melody.  The circle linked, beginning to whirl faster and faster as the music became poignantly triumphant, so much so that Ari longed to jump up and join them.  
 
   It was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen, those girls in the moonlight, lovely faces thrown back and luminous with joy, hair floating out behind them in glossy, silken strands, slender legs in their lilting, gliding dance circling round and round in a night molten with deep, thrumming exaltation.  
 
     It was a cold breakfast the next morning, Yve having disappeared sometime in the night with the rest of the other teams.  Ari could hardly eat anyway, pacing nervously.  He’d washed out a fresh shirt for the occasion and it was already soaked with sweat.
 
   Banion had a tremendous appetite, for his part, and was on his second ham and merrily propounding the benefits of fighting on a full stomach when the Whiteblades began to drift in.  
 
   It wasn’t uncommon not to see them right away, but this morning seemed especially significant.  They apparently thought so, too, and the boys’ mouths went slack as they appeared one by one.
 
   “Oh, look,” Cerise said sarcastically, “they’re color-coded.”
 
   They seemed to be.  The worn leathers were gone, replaced with fine Cyrrhidean suede, dyed to match their coloring, and pale silk blouses.  You could guess which of the horses out of the herd belonged to whom, Ari realized; they matched, too.
 
   “Is—is she—wearing jewels?” Cerise demanded, eyes glued to a brilliant opal nestling in the curve of Jordan’s throat.  “To a battle?!”
 
   Traive came up beside them, looking pleased.  “Those are gifts from Cyrrh, from so long ago they were thought to be lost to legend,” he said quietly.  “Each according to her kind.  What an honor…” he murmured.
 
   “Is there a party we don’t know about?” Loren asked, bemused.
 
   “We’re going to find out,” Rodge said gloomily.  He wasn’t looking forward to the day.
 
   They all made a pretty picture, and were distracting for a few moments, but Ari soon began to feel his stomach jumping again.  The strangely silent Whiteblades mounted up, and the northerners did the same, quickly, though you wouldn’t think they’d be worried about being left behind.  Hands shaking, Ari straightened his plain wood scabbard once he was up, wondering where all the white ones of the Followers were—they weren’t on their hips.  He managed a brave smile as he helped Selah up behind him.  All the horses were in use today, including her spare.  
 
   It was almost a relief to be moving.  Ari glanced back, finding it hard to believe the little clearing had ever held such vibrant, vivid life as it had the night before.  There wasn’t a sign that humans had been there.  
 
   Rheine, as calm and poised as if they were headed into town for marketday, led them uneventfully down into the canyon.  Ari’s heart started to pound as soon as his gelding tipped downhill.  The pass was empty, red rocks motionless and haloed by heat waves so close to the middle of the day.  It was an oven down at the bottom and his face started to feel as hot as his hair looked.  
 
   He rode right behind Rheine, with Vashti on a beautiful buckskin to his right and the other Dra, Atlanta, on her velvety brown stallion off to his left.  His ‘guard,’ he thought, sick with nervousness at the part he was required to play.  It lasted forever, that canyon.  Rheine’s map had definitely not been to scale, because that trip was at least three lifetimes long.  He was about sweated out, his mouth a cotton ball, when it happened.
 
   There was no warning.  They were just suddenly there, men in red dust-colored cloth, heads wound so that only their eyes showed—brilliant bluish-greenish eyes, clear as water in the Pools of Tiramina.  Ari was so shocked he forgot to be nervous.  So that’s what people saw when they looked at him.
 
   Cerise gave a little choked-off cry of startlement, but otherwise there was no sound.  The party came immediately to a halt.  Vultures circled high overhead, three of them, in a patient circle.  The rocks sat in timeless, uncaring audience all around.  Not even a hint of breeze broke the stifling heat.
 
   “Thou art outnumbered,” Rheine said dispassionately.  “And we have business with your priest.”  Ari had no idea how she could sound so uninterested.  He didn’t even think he’d be able to get words out.  
 
   The Sheelmen stared at them wordlessly, swords drawn.  Several more, Ari saw, were up in the rocks on either side of them, perfectly camouflaged except for those eyes.  Silence stretched unbearably.  Rheine’s hot-blooded stallion, less patient than his rider, snorted, pawing the ground with a fine-boned forefoot.
 
   Finally, in an accent so thick it was barely intelligible, the Sheelman closest to Rheine said, “You are mad to think to gain entrance to the High Priest.”
 
   “You are mad to stop me,” she noted casually.  “Do you know what I bring him?”  She tossed her thumb in the direction of Ari.  He felt sweat trickle down his temple as all their shimmering eyes turned upon him.
 
   The Sheelman shrugged.  “What is another Skoline (he pronounced it “Skleen”) ghrak?” he almost sneered.
 
   “He’s no ghrak,” she said ominously, allowing the red stallion to dance a little under her.  “And I would be interested to know what Zakkar would do to you if you accidentally slaughtered the last of the Gaermon.  Especially after all the months he’s spent trying to capture him.”
 
   Silence fell again.  Ari could sense they were surprised, uncertain, but you’d never know it to look at them.  The cloth covering their faces masked their expressions, and their eyes were unfathomable as a Dra’s.
 
   “What of all these others?” the Sheelman speaker finally said.
 
   Rheine leaned an arm on her pommel, her sibilant voice almost a purr, “Do you not think Raemon would like a few samples from the Realms to be perfuming the air when he awakes?”
 
   For a moment, the Sheelman held her eyes, then suddenly they narrowed and he spat out, “The Shangani do not willingly give up human life, especially to Raemon!  We know that is not your way, and your purpose must lie out of our sight!”  He backed up, half-raising his sword, and Ari heard Rodge give a faint, “Ahh!” from behind.  No acting skills required.
 
   “And we know,” the Chieftess’s voice was suddenly one of frosty command, “what lies even now in your Hall of Sacrifices, what awaits Raemon on his foul altar.  Do you think we do not know the value of trade?”  Her voice was scornful, impatient almost.  “If you are so stupid that you cannot see the importance of either that prisoner or this, than we are wasting time.”
 
   The Sheelman threw an almost imperceptible glance at the next closest Sheelman, as if seeking advice, then straightened up, lowering his sword.  “I would say that you could not know of that, but that, too, would be a waste of time.”
 
   “It would,” Rheine drawled, examining her fingernails.
 
   The Sheelman decided abruptly.  “We will escort you,” he stated coldly.  ““Do not make any suspicious moves or we will escort your prisoners and leave the rest of you to the carrion birds.”  He turned sharply and moved out, the other Sheelmen flowing down out of the rocks and all around the party.
 
   “We’re trembling,” Rheine observed, and released her restless stallion into a walk.
 
   Ari was soaked.  He’d just realized all the holes in her presentation last night.  A hundred things could have gone wrong in this very first step.  What if they’d been attacked?  What if they’d lost some of their number right here?  What if the Sheelmen hadn’t bought their story at all and sent back to Zkag for reinforcements or instructions?  Or simply refused to escort them any farther?  And who was the sacrifice she was pretending to want to trade for him?  She’d made no mention of that.
 
   Well, what was done was done, and what was started had definitely begun.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 36
 
    
 
   They left the Pass and headed out into the desert sea that was the Sheel.  Stark, empty, searing orange sand stretched endlessly out around them.  There was something austerely beautiful about it, something vast and bigger than life, but Ari was not in the best frame of mind to appreciate it just then.  There was NOTHING in front of them.  Nothing that even looked remotely like habitation, not even a bump on the horizon, and you could see forever out here.  It wasn’t like you could hide a settlement that was supposed to house the teeming heart of the Tarq civilization.  Or could you?  Rheine, who knew where they were going, seemed perfectly at ease up ahead of him.
 
   Suspicion began to nag at the back of his mind.  Was it possible…?  Well, what better way to keep the Sheelshard hidden, to relegate it to nothing but legend for thousands of years…than to bury it under sand?
 
   It was several hours before he knew, though by coming so far south, at least they’d avoided Dorian’s forecasted full ‘hard day’s ride.’  Still, he’d gone through a whole waterskin in the heat of even a partial Sheel day, and could feel his face stinging from the sun and fine sand that had been accosting it, when suddenly the ground opened up ahead of them.  He stared in surprise, turning around to show Selah.  It was a ramp, actually, that headed down under perfectly flat ground—you’d never see it more than a few yards away.  A mass of Sheelmen erupted from the hole like dry, dusty red beetles, and his hand dropped instinctively to his sword hilt.
 
   They were definitely outnumbered now, even with seven Whiteblades and a Dra.  Worse, after a few terse words in some guttural, harsh language that was completely foreign, the lead Sheelman gestured at Rheine to dismount.  “You cannot ride through Zkag,” he said coldly.  
 
   Once on the ground, the soundless throngs of shrouded Enemy moved like a whisper of sand through their company, deft hands whisking away swords and axes and boot knives before most of them were even aware of their presence.  It was decidedly creepy.  He took Selah’s hand protectively, wishing for the thousandth time that she was somewhere safe, grateful to the depths of his bones that she was with him.
 
   The Tarq ushered them into the hole and Ari craned his neck to get one last glance at the bright blue of the sky.  He had not been aware of it until then, but he would have preferred to die, if he had to, out in the open, clean, fresh air.  Underground, surrounded by a tight press of the innumerable Sheelmen apparently necessary to escort them, he became increasingly aware of the rocky walls closing in on them, of the thick darkness that seemed to encapsulate them within mere yards of the opening.  Several of the Sheelmen lighted torches, which provided a nice atmospheric touch—leaping, grotesque shadows on the walls from the orangeish flame and a sooty, foul smoke that half-blinded you with the acrid burn of it in your eyes.  
 
   It seemed they walked for a long time, long enough that Ari realized these were back hallways.  They crossed several that were larger, with soaring ceilings and smoothed floors, but never turned onto them.  It made a kind of strategic sense…if they were the first non-Tarq in Zkag, well, the locals couldn’t be expected to show them where the main entrance was and then walk them right into Raemon’s audience chambers.
 
   Finally, the pace changed.  The Sheelmen started peeling away from them as they came out into a big open space and the one in the lead brought them to a set of enormous, towering metal doors.  The ceiling was so far overhead here that it was beyond even the lights of the big braziers roaring in the walls.  They were in an enormous corridor, the doors in front of them each four yards across and easily twice that high.  Metal, riveted, and a man’s hand thick, they didn’t have a very mobile look about them.  There wasn’t a doubt in Ari’s mind, however, that these were the doors that were supposed to be pulled shut by what was going to have to be some very determined Whiteblades.
 
   In fact, Ari was starting to get a really bad feeling about the Whiteblade plan in general.  The massive doors had guards, but they were completely different from the spare, agile, dust-wrapped Enemy they’d seen so far.  They were bigger, with sneering, heavy faces and bare chests and legs.  Oil glistened on their thick torsos, and they held spears instead of swords.  The looks they gave Rheine were full of pride and scorn and hate and lust all mixed up together, smearing across Ari’s mind like the foul light of Raemon’s triele so long ago.
 
   She returned their stares coolly, as if harassment was part and parcel of these little trips into Zkag, and way too quickly for Ari’s taste they were being escorted into the Hall of Sacrifices.
 
   There was nothing else it could be.  Enormous, it rose cavernously up all around them, the wall off to their left almost 200 yards away.   Another huge gate opened in that wall like a black maw, this one in portcullis style, with wicked, sharpened points at the bottom of it.  He could barely see the thick ropes that held it up, and he felt his heart sink even further. 
 
    It seemed like a long way to the front of that room.  The near wall was right next to them, blackened and reeking of something indescribable.  The room was a furnace, literally, several of the braziers set in the walls keeping it uncomfortably warm as well as smoky.  Most of the ambience, however, was due to the huge, roaring fire at the front of the Hall.  Set high in the raw rock face that formed that whole end of the chamber, it made for a barbaric background.  An altar with some poor soul strapped to it was off to the left, and right below the fire, at waist level no less, sat the Ruby Triele of Raemon, roiling with an evil red light.  Did they take his power so lightly, to have that Triele within reach?  
 
   Ari was so morbidly fascinated by that head-sized oily red stone that it took him a minute to realize there was a person up there amongst all the decorations.  As they approached, he came down towards them, naked and oiled like those at the gate, but with a different look on his heavy face.  A cruel, proud self-possession, a sense of power and authority, hung around him. A livid red sash crossed his husky chest, and his orange hair had been greased so it stood up.  But it was mostly his walk that set him apart, an unhurried, arrogant jaunt that brought him down the steps from the altar like he was deigning to descend from on high.
 
   He stopped a short distance away, sensuous, jowly face twisted with dark amusement.
 
   “Well, well,” he said when they were all in front of him—forced to look up as he was still on the bottom few steps.  He had a thick, sneering voice, though his accent wasn’t as pronounced as the desert Tarq, and cunning greenish-blue eyes that slid greasily over Rheine.  Ari didn’t think she was going to be able to fool him long.
 
   “Nice that you should present yourself in such a timely manner for Raemon’s awakening,” he said, his eyes lingering with insulting interest on the trim figure of the Whiteblade Chieftess.  “You guessed, I’m sure, that little would please him more than a little fresh Shangani.”
 
   “I think we both know there are things that would please him more,” Rheine said drily.
 
   His eyebrows rose.  “Ah, yes.  You believe you have something of value to me…” his eyes flicked disdainfully to Ari, scanned him, and went back to Rheine.
 
   “A captured slave,” he said with a dismissive sneer.  “Such transparent games are a little beneath you, don’t you think?”
 
   “You really think I would bring you a ghrak?  When you alone have the means to try him, when you and I both know that will be the first thing you’ll do?”  She was every bit as disdainful, as if he were hardly worth talking to.  Ari could not believe she could be so composed.  They were surrounded.  And hopelessly outnumbered.
 
   He studied her, the sensuous face tightening.  “You are in a sensitive spot, Zakkar,” she said conversationally.  “Raemon’s going to need some powerful appeasing when he comes to…I understand you think you have something that’ll do the job—” An evil, pompous smile spread over his face.  “—but do you really think he’ll be more impressed with the sacrifice of the Queen of the North, whom you could have had, in theory, anytime…or the last of the Ones He Seeks?  A hundred hundred years you have carefully destroyed that line, and now, the end of it is within your grasp.”
 
   No one heard the last part of that.  Everyone in the northerner party had turned, stunned, to the altar, disbelief and horror mixing on mirrored faces.  Queen Sable?  Was she saying that the small figure stretched over the altar up there was the Imperial Queen?  In the hands of the Tarq?!  It was enough to take several of them beyond the bounds of their own fear.  In fact, the desire to tear up the stairs to that motionless form threatened to become an unbearable strain.  Melkin clenched and reclenched his fists, face transformed by feral fury.  He looked like he could kill someone with his teeth.  Nearby, Cerise’s eyes were watering with anger and helplessness and fear and doubt.
 
   Rheine, however, was perfectly collected.  She met the High Priest’s hard stare without flinching, waiting wordlessly while he worked things out in his twisted mind.  He faked a laugh, eventually, moving a step farther up.  “My dear,” he said smoothly, “Raemon is built in the form 
 
   of a man like any other…surely you know he would prefer to have a woman to…ravish with fire,” he said delicately.
 
   “Yes,” Rheine drawled, “I believe that’s what got him into so much trouble to begin with.”
 
   “And you’re hardly in a position to deal,” he sneered, sliding around the issue like a worm in soft dirt.
 
   “I’m in an excellent position,” she countered.  “I have the single most valuable thing in the world to Raemon, and we both know your very life may depend on pleasing him, ‘ere he wakes.  I would suggest you do everything in your power to make sure that happens.”
 
   He looked around as if seeking a different viewpoint somewhere in the huge chamber, his face ugly.  Ari got the impression he knew she was right and didn’t want to admit it.  The Sheelman’s eyes suddenly lighted on Sylvar, glowing coolly in the torrid heat of the Hall.
 
   “Hah!” he cried in malevolent delight.  “That one is ours!  Give her back to us and we will discuss this deal.”  A look of spiteful satisfaction seemed to settle into the folds of his face.
 
   Rheine looked bored.  “She is no longer yours, and you know it.”
 
   “She has our mark,” he sneered, imperiously gesturing at her with a thick finger.  Quick as dry lightning, one of the bare-chested Sheelmen stepped forward and ripped the tunic at one of her shoulders.  “See!” he crowed.  “The brand of the slave pens of Czagaroth!”
 
   Appalled as much by the action as the words, the northern party had whipped around in concern.  Sylvar stood there with a look of calm resignation, as if being forcefully divested of one’s clothing happened all the time at these sorts of get-togethers.  On her shoulder, on the rice-paper thin, white skin, a pale pink scar twisted and bunched.
 
   “Since Czagaroth has been empty for almost seven hundred years, I would hardly say you have any claims to ownership,” Rheine said, bringing everyone to face front again.  “Besides, her price has been Paid.  She has been Redeemed.”
 
   Suddenly and incongruously furious, Zakkar plunged down a few steps toward Rheine, face working savagely, spittle flying from his mouth.  “We do not recognize that Great Sacrifice here!” he screamed.  “Do not bring your filthy sorcery into these Halls!”
 
   The Chieftess didn’t even flinch.  “Do we have a deal, or not?” she asked, as cool and impassive as ever.
 
   With an effort, the High Priest of Raemon brought himself under control, slowing his breathing and fixing a cold, vicious smile onto the thick lips.
 
   “My dear,” he hissed, “you forget.  You stand in the Hall of Sacrifices, surrounded by Raemon’s loyal legions.  Queen and Gaermon are both within my power.”  Ari, who’d had that exact thought several times already, felt the two butterflies in his stomach turn into a storm.
 
   “My dear High Priest,” she answered silkily, “you forget…” and she held up an admonishing finger.  And the quiet attentiveness of the Hall, punctuated only by the roar of the great fire overhead, suddenly was screaming, shouting pandemonium.  Things happened so fast and so close together that Ari could only get it straight afterwards.  
 
   As her finger rose into the air, a great shout went up from over their heads.  The northern party jerked their heads upwards where, yards above them in one of the many shadowed depressions in the rock, they saw Saffron, the Ivory Thief—and a veritable deluge of metal.  The Whiteblades on the floor rushed in among them, grabbing brilliant white scabbards and bows and quivers bursting with arrows out of the air.  Ari managed to grab a sword, but only because it almost clanged off his head.  A thick rope fell liquidly in front of his eyes and the weapons relief team scurried to tie it and two others off overhead.
 
   The Sheelmen had erupted into action, too, and Ari’s head snapped around as the clash of blades rent the thick, hot air. 
 
   “NO!” Zakkar screamed, and a blizzard of steel rushed across the Hall to him even as the ropes were being let down from above.  He fell back, pierced in a dozen places—but it was Rheine’s throwing knife that quivered in the center of his chest.
 
   Ari stared around wildly, eyes leaping to follow the dozen threads of activity.  Their escort of Whiteblades was in hot action now with their escort of Sheelmen; at the same time, the girls were trying to get their bows strung and do something about the curious Tarq starting to appear at the gates.
 
   Beside him, Selah suddenly started to talk.  He paused from his frantic sweep of the action to give her an amazed glance.  Selah, who could disappear in a crowd of two, was talking loudly and boldly, in a voice he’d never heard out of her—to mid-air.
 
   “Now,” she was saying, “Now is your time come.  Rise and face your end!”
 
   “Selah,” he said, “It’s going to be all right.  Hang on, it’ll be over soon.”  He petted her shoulder soothingly, a little bewildered, and went to move around her to get between her and the Sheelmen.  But something grabbed him in an iron vise, literally jerking him to a standstill.  He looked down to find her little hand on his arm.  There was no way she was strong enough to hold him, but no matter how mightily he struggled, he couldn’t break free.
 
   Kai was on the other side of her, both hands full of flying swords as the Sheelmen began to press in.  Vashti, fighting at his side, abruptly left him, stepping free of the crowd.  In one flowing motion she sheathed blade, pulled a strung bow off her back and, notching an arrow, drew.  For a fraction of a second, she was perfectly still.  The sight burned itself forever into Ari’s mind, her thick brown hair and braids floating in the heat waves, perfect form outlined against a background of sullen, raging red. 
 
   She let fly.
 
   Breathless, Ari watched the arrow fly, true and straight as love, far over the angry, swelling sea of Tarq below, piercing the left rope that held the gate up on the far wall.  The gate lurched drunkenly, but enough strands still held to keep it in place.  All kinds of Sheelmen rushed in under its uneven edge, if nothing else faster than before.
 
   “Archer!” Rheine cried, “Get that gate down!!”
 
   “Empress!” Kai shouted over his shoulder at the same time, forced to take a step back as the Sheelmen within blade reach suddenly rushed him.
 
   Where was the Empress?  She was guaranteed to be here, to meet them.  Another part of the plan crumbled around Ari’s hopes.  “Let me go!” he cried frantically, tearing at those iron fingers, just as he heard the thud of feet behind him.  He whirled awkwardly, heart in his throat, but it was only the relief team, Voral’s face one big grin of glee as her boots hit the ground.  
 
   She skipped up toward the altar, her voice rising in a thunderous, exultant roar, “THE  LI-I-I-I-GHT!!!!”  He lost sight of her, but suddenly a thin, curved blade, brilliant and cool and white, gleaming like the moon against a sultry red sunset, appeared in the air at the front of the room.
 
   Rox and Nerissa, who’d landed beside her, were not quite as theatrical.  Faces grim and set, they sprinted in a team out behind the small group around Selah and Ari, and, gaining speed like they were leaving orbit, shot out feet first, a good four feet off the ground, into the mass of Tarq.
 
   Dorian was right behind them, and as she landed in front of him, graceful as a gazelle, there was a bare second when their eyes met.  She looked gravely into his, all their long weeks together flashing between them, then she was gone.
 
   Rodge and Loren were still standing with Ari, eyeballs bulging, but the arrival of the relief seemed to galvanize them.  Loren grabbed a sword and wove determinedly around Ari to help Kai, and Rodge…Rodge picked up a bow.  He stared at it stupidly, but at least he’d picked it up. 
 
   “Arrows,” Ari urged him, smiling encouragingly.  “Find a quiver or some arrows.”  There were still weapons and equipment all around them from the fruitful steel resupply from overhead.
 
   Something drew Ari’s eye to the front of the Hall, he was never sure later what.  Perhaps it was the sound, because as soon as he looked, he realized he was hearing it:  a deep, angry, subterranean kind of groaning—in perfect time with the newly agitated roiling of the Triele.  He swallowed.  Raemon.  Raemon was waking.
 
   And then something more terrible came into view.  Irise, delicate, china-doll Irise, walking as quickly as her stiff gait would allow, had left their group.  She appeared up at the front, behind Voral—whose energetic defense had sanitized the area of any foolish Sheelmen.  Irise was headed right toward that seething Triele, as focused as if she was under a spell, and as Ari watched, she reached out to touch it.
 
   “NOOO!” Ari screamed at her in warning.  But it was too late.  She was gone, vanished instantly as soon as her hand made contact with it.  Eyes huge, mouth hanging open, he stared at where she had been.
 
   Melkin, blade already busy a yard or two in front of the group, whirled around, grabbing Rheine’s arm.  “They cannot touch the Triele!” he cried angrily, his face wild.  “It will destroy them!”  How did Whiteblades, with all that they knew, not know this!
 
   The Chieftess threw him off coolly, parrying a sword thrust. “See to your blade, Wolfmaster,” she advised and moved a little deeper into the fray.  Melkin, face fierce as a wolverine, grabbed Banion and Traive, and headed toward Voral…and the altar.
 
   “Reinforcements!” A Whiteblade bellow carried over the sound of the rising tumult.  Vashti had got the other rope holding her gate parted, and was drawing for a final shot at the last stubborn side, but it wasn’t from there the shout had come.
 
   Ari scanned quickly, the room a blur of Tarq, both dusty and oiled, the Whiteblades buried within knots of them and marked only by the swift, elegant encryptions of their shining white swords on the livid air.  He couldn’t believe it when he located Rox, already down by the main gate.  Whether Ariella had gotten the guards already or not, he couldn’t tell.  There was such a mass of bodies down there he could barely make out anything.  He hoped it was Rox that had shouted, hoped the decoy team had come in sight.  The entire Hall was almost packed with Tarq.  He didn’t see how it could matter whether the gates were closed or not; there wasn’t room for any more Enemy.
 
   Banion let out a roar and Ari’s head swung back the opposite direction like he was watching a ball match.  He couldn’t keep up with what was happening and he was standing still!  Banion was at Voral’s side, swinging with outrageous enthusiasm at anything that approached, while Traive was at the base of the altar dealing with anything that got through the Merranics in front of him—which tended to be only the thin and bloody.  Melkin had dashed up the steps, fingers flying over the ropes securing that thin, so-quiet figure to the altar.
 
   “Never mind, it’s Rach!” Rox’s voice roared faintly again from the far end of the room, and sure enough, into Ari’s amazed sight came a small company of bare-chested, leather-clad, lean, bronzed wolves.  Savagely, with the energy of twice their number, the Rach fought through the chamber.  They were not reinforcements for their party, either, Ari realized quickly; their progress was too focused, too intensely narrow.  They were interested in nothing but the front of the Hall.  What were Rach doing here?
 
   There were only about a dozen of them, their bodies already slashed with steelscore, breeches soaked with blood and sweat.  It was apparent they’d been fighting a while already, and judging by the onslaught of the Tarq trailing behind them, snapping at their rearguard, they   hadn’t made many friends.  
 
   A crashing boom shook the whole Hall, and Ari’s head snapped in that direction.  Finally, that side gate was down.  He couldn’t see it on the floor for the mass of bodies, but it was clear that no more were coming in from that direction.  Like it could possibly matter.
 
   “Decoy!” someone bellowed faintly, and, by straining on tip-toe, his eager eyes could just see Ash and Yve appearing at the main Gate, towering over the smaller Sheelmen.  Within minutes those huge doors were groaning, and the fighting grew thick and heavy as Tarq rushed in from outside to try and keep it open.
 
   If only he was free!  Ari ached to join in, somewhere! There were so many places that needed an extra blade.  His eyes caught on the Rach, who had already worked past his little personal spot of captivity and were close enough to the defenders of the altar space that it was getting pretty hot for the Tarq trapped between the two groups.  Ari recognized the lead Rach—the last time he’d seen him, he’d been staring at Ari with a snarl in the underground hall of the Kingsmeet, hand hovering over a sword that fortunately wasn’t there.  
 
   He was still snarling, handsome face alight with ferocity and pushing through Tarq by pure force of will, it seemed.  The Rach, losing some along the way, finally joined Voral, who greeted them with a companionable, very Merranic, bellow and politely made way for the leader to slip between her and Banion.  The others—there were considerably fewer after that push through the very thick of the Tarq—tirelessly joined the two Merranics.  Traive had found a bow somewhere and was shooting arrow after arrow into the growing press below him.  The Rach had brought a lot of interest to the front of the Hall, and Sheelmen seethed like a dusty wave around the steps. 
 
   Melkin had just gotten the limp sacrifice up off the altar when the lead Rach leaped up beside him.  For a split second, he cradled her white face—which did look dreadfully similar to Queen Sable—before taking her from Melkin and throwing her effortlessly over his shoulder.  Quick as he was, he was still just barely in time.  A great wave of Sheel-colored Tarq broke through the thin defense, rushing up the steps like a sickening swarm of insects.  Melkin leaped down by his side and then they disappeared under the rush.
 
   Ari was in agony, still trapped by a woman drifting inexplicably into lunacy while his friends—and sovereign—were being overrun!  “Selah, Selah,” he said desperately, stopping his frantic squirming and trying to reach her by word.  She paid him no attention, lost in almost a trance of concentration.
 
   “Thou art at thy end!” she cried as he paused, her voice a great and powerful sound even in the chaos of battle.  He stared at her, an uneasy suspicion beginning to stir in his mind.  In unmistakable response, Raemon sounded out up at the altar.  He swallowed.  Her face…the face he’d thought he’d known as well as his own, that he’d studied surreptitiously for hours, that plain, steady face…was different.  It shone, like the Whiteblades’, with a light that had nothing to do with vision.  The quiet, meek, dependable little mouse…had become a shining beacon.  Her eyes were luminous, as if lit from within, blazing green where once they’d been obscurely dark except in the strongest of light.
 
   It couldn’t be.
 
   “Clear a path!” he heard Voral’s roar, and his head snapped up.  He couldn’t believe anyone was still standing up there, but she was definitely up and kicking, laying about with that glowing white blade with a pugnacious look on her face.  Rhoda, sweet-faced, pure-voiced, came out of the crowd before her, literally trotting over Tarq bodies—some of them still swinging—to throw herself against the Triele.
 
   “No!” Ari shouted again, thrusting out a hand imploringly, as if to bring her back.  Almost panting in his anguish, a heavy, senseless thought occurred to him…were they doing it on purpose?  What was going on?  Why would they knowingly commit suicide with all that was happening here?  It wasn’t just the mission; what about the Queen’s rescue?
 
   Anxiously, he searched for the group on the steps, which were mounded with bodies.  Voral was trying to boot some of them aside even as her blade dipped and swirled and thrust at the incoming press.  There!  There was Banion, rising like a shaggy bear literally out from under a half-dozen clinging hands.  They were too close to do him much harm, though he had blood running down the side of his face.  Melkin and Traive, too, appeared at the very back of the press, and Ari saw with a sinking heart that the steps in front of them were littered with unmoving Rach that had died to protect them.  The one, the leader, was still alive, but barely.  Rheine waved them quickly back towards Ari and Selah—and Kai, who still had refused to move away.  The Chieftess and Jordan moved in line with Kai, making a wall behind which the northerners could regroup.  Traive joined the line almost immediately, and Banion moved off the steps to guard the far end.  Ari strained to see what was going on, darting his head around Rodge, who stood stupidly in the way, face white as a ghost.  He didn’t even like the sight of blood, and here it was flowing in rivers from his friends all around him.  
 
   From what he could tell, Melkin was unhurt.  The Wolfmaster was virtually holding up the leader of the Rach raiding party, who was a bloody mess.  Staggering sickeningly and barely upright, he still held the precious body of the Imperial ruler over one shoulder.  He collapsed and didn’t move as soon as Melkin dropped his arm and lifted Sable off his shoulder.  Ari couldn’t watch then, couldn’t look at that beautiful, motionless white face that had been his Queen.  If she was dead, he didn’t want to know.  He heard Cerise half-sobbing as she darted out of their protected little group and over to her mistress.
 
   Looking desperately for distraction, pouring all his effort into fighting off growing despair—what here was going right?—his eyes swept the chaos of the Hall of Sacrifices.  He was almost sick at the sight of Rowena, her soft loveliness set into firmness, determinedly run past Voral and up to the stormy Triele.  This time, as she deliberately smacked her palm onto it, Ari heard a definite responsive roar from Raemon.  He was getting stronger, or more awake, or whatever.  And Ari was getting more hopeless and distressed by the minute.  If only he could fight, stay focused, give him something to think about besides all this escalating sorrow.
 
   Then another horrid cry broke through the tumult; he never would have heard it over the noise except that it was just in front of Kai.  “Sylvar’s down!”
 
   No, no, no.  Not Sylvar.
 
   Kai still did not leave his post, twin blades biting into only what came tearing into them, and Loren, on his left side, was barely able to handle what was sneaking through.  At least he was helping, Ari thought in anguish, tugging helplessly at his tether.  
 
   Then a long, lean body broke through the group of Tarq in front of him, forcing her way out with Sylvar’s limp body over her shoulder.  The Dra Atlanta.  Ari felt a rush of warmth for her, which turned abruptly to nausea when he saw the flapping steak that had been Sylvar’s shoulder pass in front of his eyes.  She hung as limp as the Queen, fine, silky white hair soaked crimson on one side and hanging almost to Atlanta’s knees. Fleet to the end, the Dra sprinted through the thinning Tarq around the front of the Hall, leaping like a stag over the bodies in the way and throwing herself on the Triele.
 
   Sorrow seemed to squeeze Ari in two, made worse by its meaninglessness.  Were they just giving up?  Fleeing to the new life Illians claimed waited them at death?  Distracting as the raging senselessness was, Ari was still alert enough to notice yet a new development.  Raemon was actually talking now.  He had been for several minutes, when he thought about it.  But when the two girls disappeared, his voice dipped abruptly—it came roaring back, more powerful and angrier than before, but it had definitely distracted him.
 
   Next to him, Selah was answering the god…and Ari was beginning to feel like he wasn’t mentally competent enough to handle this.
 
   The doors at the end of the Hall slammed shut and a feeble, raggedy cheer rose from the remaining Whiteblades.  Actually, the doors had been inched closed whenever a moment free of swords availed itself, Ari knew; it was the great iron bar that had been released to slam down into its holding slot that had caused the noise.  But it was one good thing in a whole lot of bad, and he was glad to have it.
 
   He still couldn’t see what difference it made.  The whole Hall was one seething mass of anger and swords and furious motion, distorted by waves of heat, polluted by the smoke of a charnel house, and rank with the smell of fear.  Bodies, bladed, bloodied, and broken, littered the stone floor in piles, and still there were incomputable numbers assaulting the Whiteblades and the northerners.  He had thought he had this all-important role to play—now he doubted he or the Empress would survive long enough to see it through.
 
   And then the inevitable happened.  A few Tarq got past the weak defense at the end of their little group.  Ari tensed as he caught sight of them scurrying around the end that Atlanta had been covering.  “Selah,” he whispered urgently, and raised his blade awkwardly.  He was no Dra with his right hand, with his left…
 
   Worse, he came to the conclusion as he parried the first vigorous thrust that these small, nimble, cloth-covered types were better fighters than the big, noisy, naked, oiled ones.  They were quick, and though he noticed their blades gave under his, they were still steel and would still puncture through his increasingly fragile-seeming skin.  He parried and thrust desperately, with no time to remember what he’d learned from Banion all those long weeks on the trail.  Were it not for the fact that his space was so narrow, here next to the wall, he would have been overrun already—he was that slow.  The couple quick sword strokes to dispatch a man and then move on to the next—that only happened in stories and to Drae, he was convinced.  It was taking every ounce of his concentration just to keep that orangeish blade from cutting his throat.
 
   Things went from bad to worse.  The liquid flow of people around him (including everyone but Selah, who had him tethered like a hound) shifted to allow another Tarq in next to the original and Ari felt cold fear slide like a blade down his back.  If he got to Selah…Frantically, he tried to engage the other blade, seeing another wrapped face pop up behind the two in front of him, ready to jump in as soon as one of them was down.  A red hot tracery slashed his chest as one of the blades scored a mark, and Ari felt panic race around the edges of his mind.  Lord Il, he screamed silently, for Selah’s sake!
 
   Suddenly, an arrow sprouted out of the chest of one of his antagonists and Ari instantly pressed his attack on the other, spurred on by this new hope.  The Tarq waiting in the wings moved up quick as shifting sand, but he, too, grew an arrow before he could even trade steel strokes.  Finally, Ari got his man, pushing him triumphantly off his blade back into the small group pressing in behind him.  But there were more, and the fear and the rush of adrenaline and the frantic swordplay seemed to blend endlessly in his mind, until he lost track of which opponent he was on and it seemed like minutes and it seemed like days until there were no more.  Panting, though he’d hardly shifted his feet more than a foot or two in any direction, he turned to thank whoever had been shooting those blessed arrows over his shoulder—and found himself staring at Rodge.
 
   “It’s physics,” Rodge explained shakily, lowering his bow.  “Trajectory, you know…and the interaction of mass with a mass of higher velocity.”  He smiled weakly and Ari reached out a big hand to squeeze his shoulder.  “You saved my life, Rodge,” he panted.  But his friend, far from lighting up with joy at this proclamation, turned paler than ever.  He muttered, “Uh, oh.”  
 
   Ari didn’t even remember telling his body to turn, he was just suddenly facing back in the direction of attack, roving eyes assessing the danger.  The Tarq weren’t through, yet, but it wouldn’t be long.
 
   “Selah,” he said seriously, whirling and focusing all his concentration on to that glowing face, “you’ve got to let me go.  Our lives depend on it; I need my good arm—” She wasn’t listening.  Raemon was talking loudly now, his voice bringing even more noise to the cacophony of his Hall, and she was engrossed with it.  Her plain face was transformed with brilliance, the power of it so blazingly pure that he could hardly look at it.  Shocked into stillness, staring unbelievingly at her, he finally whispered, “Empress,” unable to look at her and deny that earth-shattering fact.
 
   And she turned her eyes to him.  It was the brightness of a thousand campfires, her face, a cleanness so piercing that he felt his knees buckling in shame at his own lack, a vast, timeless, holy power so huge that the petty plays of realms and gods were…nothing… child’s play… 
 
   The incandescent power of Il.
 
   “You must not leave my side,” she said, voice throbbing through him like a lance of light.
 
   “I promise,” he whispered brokenly.  He would never leave that glory, could never be happy again without seeking it; it captured him with its utter beauty, with its purity and strength.  To what else would he go?
 
   Dimly, he felt the hot pain of steel slashing into his left arm, and drew himself reluctantly back from that fountain of life.  It took him a minute to clear his head, his body tossing his sword to his freed right hand and beginning to parry strokes without any conscious input from his brain.  But he was different, now, changed forever.  He had seen such light, such life, such soaring sanctity, that he would never be the same.  The carnage, the malice, the evil, the necessity of having to inflict such pain to counter it…sickened him.  They were all filth, even him, slimy as mindless worms, imprisoned by their own petty graspings for power and pleasure.
 
   When he was free once more to look around, things had changed in the Hall.  There were noticeably less Tarq, for one…but there were hardly any Whiteblades either.  Now, just when he could really understand them, they were irrevocably disappearing out of his life.  
 
   A few yards to his right, past a quavering Rodge, the Queen of the North had been revived.  She was weakly sitting up, struggling to get water swallowed from a skin Cerise was holding.  Relief surged through him.
 
   A streak caught his eye and he turned barely in time to see Verrena pelting toward the Triele behind Voral.  Her black suede breeches were shiny with blood the entire length of one leg and her pale green blouse had been slit under the black vest.  It gapped as she ran, revealing a long, scarlet, globby gash from ribcage to hip on that side.  He forced himself to watch, hating it, hating what they were doing, but mostly hating that there was no purpose to it.  It might momentarily distract Raemon, but it wasn’t like that served any greater good.  The god was still raging at Selah, who was forcefully answering his accusations a few incomprehensible inches from Ari.  
 
   But as the Rider vanished forever, Ari noticed yet another development through his sharp sorrow.  The steps had been cleared by a conscientious Voral, and he could see that a little pile was forming under the Triele.  Dust?  Ash?  The poignancy of it made him turn his head and look desperately for something else to focus on.  
 
   The Hall had been turned into a slaughterhouse.  Blood and gore and unseemly parcels of humanity almost obscured the floor—it was a grisly nightmare of man’s best.  The room was clear enough that he could pick out individual Whiteblades by the pockets of bodies that still moved, and these were dispersing one by one as the girls began to race for the Triele in a steady stream.  There was a pause now, when those bloodied hands grabbed the lethal surface of the stone, a delay before they were incinerated to nothing—and a growing pile of ash.  With each one, it took longer and longer, and Ari’s curiosity was morbidly aroused despite the agony of watching each bright, bloodied, beautiful Follower perish.
 
   Finally, when the Tarq numbered no more than a few dozen, Rheine, gloriously and dazzlingly alive, dashed past Voral, the only remaining Whiteblade.  Ari’s throat squeezed shut as he watched.  But Raemon, who’d been screaming invectives at the Empress, suddenly faded into almost silence as the Chieftess clung to the Triele.  The lurid red light slowed, flickered, winked in and out before she vaporized to ash.
 
   Quickly, as if afraid she would lose him, Selah cried, “Where art thou, mighty Raemon?  Do you not admit now the folly of this gambit?  Will you not—”
 
   “NO!!!” he roared suddenly, back to full life and sounding as formidable as ever.  “Do not drive me to ruin thee forever with thy taunts!”
 
   “Now, Warrior!” she cried, her voice a crystalline, clarion trumpet across the horrendous carnage of the battleground.  And Voral, slashed with crimson in a hundred different places, pivoted instantly and leaped up the steps to that malignant stone, backswiping the opposition as she went. 
 
   It took a long time for her to go, so long Ari had time to pray she felt no pain.  She went down on one strong leg, her shining white blade slipping from nerveless fingers, her sweat-soaked, carrot-colored head bowed.  It seemed she was keeping her hand in place on the Triele only by great effort; it kept slipping down.  Raemon’s voice was completely silent.  Ari held his breath.  Whatever was happening was momentous; he could feel it shivering up and down his spine.
 
   Then the Ruby Triele of Raemon gave one last, brilliant flash and was black forever.  And Voral, last of the Legends of the Swords of Light, vanished into dust.
 
   The ring of Sheelmen gathered around her, afraid to touch her—well, for obvious reasons—looked at each other, then uneasily at the quiescent Triele.  Far above their heads the roaring furnace built into the rock fluttered as if in a strong breeze—and unexpectedly went out.  A low rumbling began slowly to fill the chamber, and for a minute Ari thought it was Raemon coming back.  But it was not an angry black voice that filled the air…it was rocks.  One or two at first, seeming to fall from the sky, then a steadier rain of them, some of them as big as a man’s head, accompanied by a shower of finer dust.
 
   “Now, Ari!” the Empress cried victoriously and grabbed his arm, leading him along the rock wall closest to them.  She was searching it as if looking for something, peering high and low, fingers brushing it here and there, then moving on.  Ari, looking with her, felt the familiar dread rise again.  There was nothing here.  There was no door, no way out of this chamber.  After surviving the onslaught of all those Tarq, after all the Whiteblades—and Rach—that had died to save them, were they to be crushed to death now?  Buried under rock and Sheel, lost to the ages?  It seemed like the whole ceiling was coming down.
 
   “Here!” she cried, pulling Ari over.  He’d seen it—a brief, mysterious red light had flashed across her face, and when he stepped into the same spot, it blinded him for a second, too.  But then something else happened.  Through all the falling debris, he saw a blackness appear in front of him.  A door.
 
   She was shouting to the others; her search had carried her almost up to the steps to the altar at the front of the Hall, and several of the northerner party needed help getting up to where they were.  Behind them, the remaining Sheelmen, looking a little lost, got refocused at the sight of the enemy sneaking away.  They came in a rush, and Ari sprinted back to help with the rearguard.
 
   Fighting, they backed toward the door, the steelsong muted with all the crashing of rocks and distant bass rumbling from underground.  Banion squeezed his bulk through the door with a heave and a grunt, then Melkin, then it was Ari’s turn, Kai snapping at him out of his impassive face, “Go!”
 
   The door opened into a narrow passage, and while Kai dealt with the Tarq close on their heels, someone yanked Ari farther back.  The brief, blinding flash of light seared his eyes again, and the door ground gratingly closed.  And it was finally, blessedly, quiet.
 
   Melkin was coming towards them from up the passage with a torch, and in its thick yellow light Ari looked at what was left of them.  Next to him, Kai was crosshatched with bloody streaks where steel had gotten through the twin blades of his defense.  Banion and Melkin and Traive were all scored and bleeding, but moving as if unhurt.  Loren leaned weakly on Rodge, right arm heavily bandaged and blood starting to seep through.  Cerise, a few feet away, was looking at Ari with wide, traumatized eyes red with weeping.  Hardly aware of what he was doing, he gently wrapped his arms around her, and she buried her face in his chest, hands pulling his shirt into wads.
 
   After a second, she pulled back, wiped her nose and turned back to the weary monarch sitting at her feet.  Ari just shook his head; women were amazing creatures.  A man in that state of emotional distress would have been incapacitated for hours.  She was back to full efficiency, composedly supporting Sable and murmuring soothingly.
 
   It wrenched at Ari’s heart to see Queen Sable.  He knew she could walk, but she was painfully thin, her drawn face a parody of the fresh-faced, snapping-eyed sovereign he’d met in Archemounte.  At first he thought she was weeping just from her traumatic experience, but in a second, he realized she was sobbing over the body of the Rach leader, who alone of all the bodies had been brought with them.
 
   In the few seconds it had taken for him to assure himself everyone was there, Melkin had reached the group, the acrid reek of the torch covering the stench of sweat and blood.
 
   “Can you Heal him, Empress?” Melkin said.  His rough voice was hoarse, raw from smoke and shouting.
 
   Sable, more alert than Ari would have thought, raised her head as the Empress knelt down across from her. Gazing at her with wide eyes, the Queen murmured, “You found her…” then, to her directly, “I thought you were a Statue.”
 
   “It was temporary,” Selah said in her calming voice, fingers flying over the Rach’s muscled, mutilated chest.  Peering closer, Ari saw that the ribcage was still lifting, that he still breathed, though faintly.  He looked ghastly, the healthy brown skin a sickly grey and the lips purplish blue.
 
   “Please heal him,” Sable pleaded, tears starting afresh.  “Please,” she whispered.  “It is my fault that he is here.”
 
   “Heal him?” the Empress said.  “He shouldn’t even be alive.  He’s ruptured a lung, amongst other things.”  Her fingers flew over the wreckage of his chest, tearing off strips of cloth from the hem of her tunic, stuffing wounds, binding. 
 
   The Rach’s eyes fluttered, shocking them all, and when they opened, Sable leaned over him in a rush, sobbing out words so uncontrollably they were barely comprehensible.
 
   “Kore!  Kore!” she cried, “Forgive me, my friend.”
 
   Slowly, out of a very dry-sounding mouth, he formed barely audible words.  She went quiet instantly, tears dropping on his lean face.
 
   “He couldn’t come,” he whispered.
 
   Sable bit her lip, whispering back, “Please don’t talk.”
 
   “No, don’t,” the Empress agreed.
 
   “He gave his word…”
 
   “It’s all right, Kore, please save your strength,” she sobbed.  He faded into silence, though the chest still moved.
 
   “Please heal him,” she said again, claw-like hand grabbing Selah’s wrist.  “You are the Empress.”
 
   “It doesn’t work like that,” Selah said gently.  “Il heals who He wills.  He is not a box we reach into and pull out power to do whatever we want, whenever we want.”
 
   “I know He can do this!” Sable cried.  “I have seen His power—felt it!  He must…” she choked on her sobs, convulsed suddenly with weeping.
 
   Selah took the hand clutching hers and held it.  “We do not demand from Him,” she said, soothing as a mother with a child, “We submit.  For love of Il, we submit to His greater wisdom.”
 
   The Queen stopped sobbing like she’d been slapped, slowly raising her head, rank with grease, until her pansy blue eyes were staring into Selah’s.
 
   “We should move,” Kai said restlessly from the door.  “They will be searching for us.”
 
   “For love of Il,” Sable whispered brokenly, unwavering gaze still on Selah.
 
   “Let’s make a litter for him,” Selah said, looking pointedly at Banion’s oversized tunic.  He began to slip out of it, revealing his shockingly hirsute pectoral region, damp with sweat and blood.
 
   “For love of Il,” Sable said again, sounding stunned.  “You’re the Empress,” she murmured, and a suddenly worried Cerise began to say something comforting in her ear, gently rubbing her shoulder.
 
   Selah glanced at her.  “I have many names.”
 
   Ari sighed.
 
   “No,” the Queen said, strong enough that everyone glanced at her.  “I mean, you are the last Empress, the Empress Karmine, who gave up her throne 2000 years ago…for love of Il.”
 
   Selah paused in sliding Kore onto the makeshift litter, green eyes flying up to meet swimming blue.  For a moment their eyes locked.  
 
   “I am.”
 
   
  
 


There was no more time for talk.  Melkin and Traive took first turns at the litter, and they all hurried down the passageway.  It was immediately apparent that they were in a maze of them, a confusing, directionless web of identical intersecting hallways.  Sometimes rooms opened off them, and Selah would poke her head in, give a brief glance around, and then move on.  Ari began to worry about getting out.  The Rach Kore and Loren were getting weaker all the time.  When he relieved Melkin at one end of the litter, the Wolfmaster grunted wearily, almost stumbling as they traded places.  
 
   Once they turned down a hall and almost instantly saw torchlight and heard shouted commands from down its length.  They turned and rushed back barely in time to avoid being seen—it was only one of several close calls.
 
   They were trapped under leagues of Sheel, in a swarming beehive of angry Tarq, with no idea how to get out.  They had traded out at the litter twice more when Ari saw Loren stumble and called out, “Selah, we have to rest!”
 
   She paused in her headlong flight, turning back to scan the bloodied, panting group behind her, and then her face froze, eyes fixed on an open doorway behind Kai.  Slowly, mesmerized, she moved towards it, and when everyone moved to see what she was staring at, a half-dozen breaths were sucked in at once.
 
   It was a big room, heated (were these people really that chilled all the time?) and lit by the standard seething red brazier.  An enormous table took up most of the room, covered in papers and styluses and measuring sticks.  A few chairs had been overturned and the walls were covered in papers full of a weird, angular script in thick black ink.  And on the big wall opposite the doorway hung a map that needed no translation.  There were a few odd marks on it, a few wooden pieces impaled on key areas, but what lay in the center was what had captured everybody’s attention.
 
   Clearly running from thousands of different sites in the Sheel, joining at the Ramparts, and plunging right into the center of what was obviously the Imperial North, streamed a great, thick, monstrous red arrow.
 
   Ari swallowed, mouth dry.
 
   “Well,” Traive said portentously, “now we know.”
 
   “This is what we were seeking,” Selah said quietly.
 
   “I thought we were seeking a way out,” Rodge muttered, shifting Loren’s weight around on his skinny shoulders.
 
   She turned to look at them all.  “And this is no doubt why you all are here.  This information must get to the Realms.  There may still be time.”  She hurried quickly out, but the rest paused for one last look at the violation planned for them before following, Kai grabbing maps off the table as he went.
 
   It was not five minutes later that the passageway dead-ended into a wide, open hallway.   Ari and Melkin, who found themselves suddenly out in the middle of it, shrank quickly back to the shadows.
 
   “There!” Melkin said, pointing down the hall.  Huge doors gleamed in the reflected light of braziers, a scant two guards at post.  The sounds of shouting were everywhere, but none close, and the guards were craning their necks and walking around restlessly, obviously wanting to be part of something a little more exciting.
 
   “I’ve got one,” Cerise said grimly, and pushed through them all, notching an arrow.  Kai left with the arrow, reaching his man before the Enemy had even realized his companion had grown fletching.
 
   There was no time for good-byes, for thank-you’s or good-lucks, or for Ari to explain that, by the way, he wouldn’t be coming with them; it was just a rush for the doors already creaking open, Banion and Traive running as quickly as they could with the awkward litter between them.  Ari stood desolate as they all left him, feeling maudlin and abandoned until the Empress called him softly from the cover of their narrow passageway.  He was standing at the edge, fairly completely exposed, but she only said, “Whenever you’re ready, Ari.”
 
   He was almost thankful to have something to do, his mind a chaos of impressions and sorrows and tragedies and triumphs, crammed full of things he’d never thought he’d know.  They pelted back down the narrow halls of their secret warren, unencumbered now by those weary from heavy fighting.  Selah was looking for something again, dashing down different hallways until Ari was sure they were going around in circles.  But she came to a skidding halt at the doorway to a room he knew they hadn’t been to before.  A kitchen.
 
   Suddenly ravenous, he dashed into the room, stuffing a fresh-baked roll into his mouth and following it with as much sausage as would fit.  His stomach cramped resentfully at his neglect.
 
   “Water, Ari,” Selah whispered urgently, “as much as you can carry.”  He followed her pointing finger to a whole rack of waterskins hanging from their straps.  He started filling them at the spring in the corner of the room and hanging them around his neck and shoulders until he couldn’t fit anymore.  When he stood, thunking like a drum set, Selah was waiting for him with two enormous, bloated bags of food over her shoulders.  
 
   He raised his eyebrows and she said, “We’ve got a long way to go.”
 
   He grabbed another roll.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 37
 
    
 
                 Ari didn’t know how long they walked that first day.  There was no way to judge time in the lightless, hewn-rock passages.  They were not long out of the kitchen when another red light flashed across Selah’s face and she stopped like she’d run into a wall, eagerly pulling Ari into the space she’d been in.  When that door closed behind them, the last sounds of the Sheelmen were left behind.  So was any other whisper of life, the silence so deep and pervasive and the passages so empty and echoing that they seemed more like a tomb than a refuge.
 
   It was immediately apparent that they were in a whole different part of Zkag.  The walls were not blackened with soot, the charnel smell was all but gone, and the floors were evened and smooth.  Very few passages led off of theirs, and soon none at all.  There was only the sound of their breathing and Selah’s faint scent and the motion of their bodies in all that endless underground stillness.  They saw no one else.
 
   Once the adrenaline wore off, he was exhausted.  He could not believe things could change so radically in a day.  Last night the Followers had danced a dance of transcendent joy, today they had danced death, and now they would never dance again.  Selah, the one bright, happy constant in his life, had become the Legendary Empress of the Ages of War and silenced the Ruby god.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked wearily.
 
   They were walking side by side, as companionable as ever.
 
   “About what?” she asked, rather relevantly since there were several things he felt he’d been deceived about.
 
   “About how you’re the Empress.  About why you lied to me.  About why you didn’t tell us you were the Statue and we didn’t have to go running all over the Realms looking for you,” Ari morosely listed off the ones right at the top of his head.
 
   “I never lied to you,” she said, woman-like.  “And if I deceived you, you must believe it was for your own good and necessary.”  She slowed, stopped, sighed.  Lowering the food bags, she sank wearily to the ground, and he joined her, collapsing against the rock wall.  Without any forward momentum, he was suddenly beat, sure he couldn’t take another step.
 
   Her face would never be the same again, he thought, watching her as she handed him another roll.  The memory of that reflective brilliance clung to it, beautifying the plain, making extraordinary the unaffected simplicity.  “Don’t you miss them?” he asked quietly.  He barely had the energy to talk.  
 
   She glanced at him.  “We were together a long, long, time, Ari.  We’d known for years before Montmorency that something like this might be possible.  You have to understand, life can get wearisome after untold centuries of it, even with wonderful friends.  We were all as anxious to join Il as could be and still be effective here.”
 
   Questions crowded through his mind, warding off the drowsiness muffling his brain like a down comforter.  “What happened to Raemon?  Is he…dead?”
 
   “That’s probably the closest we could understand it.  The Trieles channel the gods’ power.  Only rarely do they ever use enough to drain themselves, but if they do, they simply stop using them until they’re…recharged.  The rational ones, at least.  That’s why Raemon had to be kept talking.  His fanaticism was most helpful, but still, it was crucial that he not realize he was expending himself down to the very last, critical, dregs.”
 
   “How did you know it would take…just twenty?” he asked heavily.
 
   “Because there were twenty,” she said quietly.  “That is the way Il works.”
 
   “You guessed?” he demanded, too tired to be upset.  “What if you were wrong?  What if he still lived after all of them had wasted their lives?”
 
   She dropped her head back against the wall, weary and endlessly patient at the same time.  “There are different kinds of knowledge, Ari.  Not all of it comes in the form of scientific facts.  I knew because it was given to me to know, the same way that you know He has come for you and you are His.”
 
   Ari swallowed against that flash of Light in the gloom.  “We didn’t avert a war, did we?” he asked after a minute, thinking of the map room even while the deep, bright joy that her words brought sparked somewhere beneath the bone-deep fatigue.
 
   “No, that is inevitable.  Even with Raemon gone, the Tarq are fundamentally entrenched in this way of life.  It will take several generations, probably, before they start considering other options.  What we have done,” she added, dropping her voice so that he could hear the power thrumming through it once more, “is give the Realms a chance in the fight…which they have not had since Raemon tore that first fragment of peoples out of Ethlond.”
 
    Androssan was beginning to understand Alaunus.  Here he was, riding back north to intercept his crawling Armies for no reason other than looming insanity if he stayed still.  They had just ridden into the Winnowing Hills, happy to be off of the chill and windswept Plains of Daphene, when his wry thoughts on his own lack of discipline were interrupted by one of the Cyrrhidean Fox.  
 
                 He came walking out of the woods a few yards ahead in the inconspicuous way of such men, in unremarkable, muddy homespun.  The only thing at all notable about him was the deep brown skin of his face.  All but the most weathered Northern farmers had lost their summer tans by now.   Androssan dismounted unhurriedly—the Fox wasn’t going anywhere—and gave the reins to an adjutant, heading wordlessly up to walk with the intelligence agent at a discreet distance from the rest of his entourage.
 
                 “Lord General,” the man said respectfully in a tone that wouldn’t travel more than a half-yard.
 
                 “You have news?”
 
                 “My lord, the Queen had been rescued.”
 
                 Androssan’s head whipped around to look him in the eyes.  They weren’t a smiley bunch, but this Fox flashed him a quick grin.  They never wasted time in jest, either, so the General didn’t bother with expletives of disbelief.  He felt his heart hammering double-time in a wave of relief.
 
                 “When?  Where?” he said, voice rough with emotion denied.
 
                 “A Rach rescue party brought her to the Sharhi-Tir less than a week ago.”  The Fox’s voice took on a faint glimmer of awe. “She’d been taken to the Sheelshard.”
              Androssan looked at him out of the corner of his eyes.  “That should produce some interesting revelations for the Council.”  Who didn’t even believe such a place existed.
 
                 “For us all.  While there, she and her rescue party gained access to the war plans of the Enemy.”  The General made it a point not to stare directly at those giving a report, preferring the objectivity offered by the disconnected listener, but for the third time in less than a minute, his eyes snapped onto the messenger’s.
 
                 “A massive surge, Lord General, their entire force punching straight up through the Ramparts and into the southern Empire.  There are no diversionary attacks, no flanking maneuvers planned-—their intent is to drive their full force north and overwhelm the Realms with numbers.”
 
                 “Well, that’s a relief.  With the Queen safe I was wondering how I was going to convince the Council that almost 600,000 soldiers needed to be kept mobilized in the backyard of the Ramparts,” the General said.  His tone was light, but his mind was striving to work through the stunned disbelief that war was, now, finally, going to be a reality.  In his bedlam of thoughts, dread and excitement were inseparable strands in a noose around his neck.  Terrible as the consequences of such a plan of the Enemy’s would be, he realized, even worse would be the consequence of assuming it would proceed unchanged.  He doubted very much the Rach had made off with Queen Sable without anyone in the ’Shard being aware…and if the Enemy knew the Queen of the North was gone, they would surely assume their war plans were compromised as well.
 
                 “That will please the Lord Regent,” the Fox said, with some appreciativeness.  “He said that unless the Northern Army was already on the road and marching, he doubted the Realms could be ready in time to ward off this threat.”
 
                 “That was Queen Sable’s doing,” Androssan said wryly.
 
                 “I suspect a little effort was required on your part, Lord General,” the Fox said, tone absolutely neutral.  The Fox weren’t obsequious, but they were well aware of how things worked in the Palace.  Androssan had got the impression more than once that they resented being openly denounced as “devious” and “untrustworthy” and Cyrrhidean “spies”—followed closely by the underhanded, dark-corner meetings that attempted to bribe them into one politician’s or another’s personal service.
 
                 “There are messengers on their way to Archemounte, I assume,” the General changed the subject.
 
                 The Fox nodded, adding obliquely, “Though they were not under the same time constraint as I.”  Androssan swallowed a grin.  Whether that was Sable’s order or an internal decision amongst the Fox, who was he to interfere?
 
                 “Then can you run a message back to the Imperial Queen and the Lord Regent?”  It didn’t even occur to Androssan to send a Northern messenger.  Even on horseback, they were no match for a Fox, especially traveling cross-country, as the straightest route back to the Western Ramparts was.  He’d made great strides improving the coms and intel abilities of messengers within the Army, but racing around a wargame drill was a whole different world than the long days of wintery travel and the desert conditions ahead of this messenger.
 
                 The Fox nodded, a barely perceptible motion you had to be looking for to catch.  
 
   “Tell them the Northern Army will encamp where Kamitan Way greets the Daroe,” Androssan lowered his voice, minimizing lip movement.  “Let the Queen know I am eager to meet her there, if she is agreeable and able.  And tell your Lord Regent that if he can mobilize Cyrrh in time, we would be glad to see whomever he can gather on our right flank.  We will hold War Council as soon as he can manage, and in the meantime, he knows where I’ll be.”
 
      “They’re privates, Sir,” his Point Sergeant explained painstakingly, as if they were back in the days when Androssan was a raw young Captain and needed lessons in the way the real Army worked.  “Their only thought processes involve chow, girls, sleep, girls, dice, girls, and getting out of guard duty.”
              “Spere, we don’t hang Imperial soldiers,” Androssan repeated patiently.
 
                 “The flaming Merranics do it!”
 
                 “Is that supposed to persuade me?”  Spere was the typical crusty, weather-beaten sergeant if there ever was one; the General didn’t know if he was serious, but he wouldn’t put it past him.  The entire enlisted Army lived in fear of the man.
 
                 But he was the best Androssan had ever seen at his job, and with the Imperial Corps settling in along dozens of leagues of the Daroe, with all the logistics issues and the endless stream of administrative and disciplinary problems that strangled a standing army in the field, he was grateful to have him.  They were training rigorously, and not just because of all the new recruits.  This many men gathered together, given sharp steel and encouraged to think high-testosterone thoughts, and then left standing around waiting for battle—well, it was a nightmare waiting to happen.  Training kept them alert, sharp…and busy.  Still, even rotating back up north to wargame, there were issues.  He expected Spere to handle them.
 
                 “Find another way,” Androssan told him.
 
                 All at once, he heard a rush outside the tent and the flap was thrown forcibly open.  Lt. Waylan’s wide-eyed face appeared in the door.
 
                 “Sir,” he said hurriedly, “I think you’d better see this.”
 
                 Androssan rose, reaching for his heavy cloak even as he asked, “What is it?”
 
                 For a second, Waylan just stared at him, licking his lips, then managed, “Ranks of the Ram, Sir.”
 
                 Androssan paused in his stride across the room, throwing a glance at Spere to see if he’d heard correctly.  Not much caught the Point Sergeant unawares, but he was surprised now.  “Burn me,” he muttered.  “How’d they get through our sentries?”
 
                 That was not the most pressing question on Androssan’s mind.  What in Sheelfire were they doing here? He threw the tent flap out of his way and entered the chill drizzle of a wintry afternoon in the southern Empire.  Striding through the mud with Waylan silent and nervous at his elbow, he tried to recollect everything he knew about the Ram.  In all his studies of military history, to his knowledge they had never, ever, been south of the Kendrick.  It was just a given; they stayed, fought, and died in Addah.  There was little enough written about them, too, regardless of where they were, as big or bigger a neglect than omitting Aerach military techniques.  The North had fought side by side with the Addahites for centuries, and the only thing in the histories was the fact that they were probably the finest guerilla warriors in the Realms.  The Merranics were obsessed with them, to the point of running unauthorized raids up into the Wastes north of Alene, but all they’d found out was that they used horses, were deadly shots with spear and bow, and were as elusive as smoke.  They’d never found a single settlement, except those of the sheepherding civilians.
 
                 “Where’d they come from?” Androssan asked gruffly.
 
                 “Right down the main road, Sir,” Waylan said, sounding bemused.  “There were no sentry alarms until they’d passed the Ashbows.”
 
                 The archers were billeted just north of command, deep in the center of the sprawling camp of the North, which translated into either an appalling lack of vigilance on the Northerners’ part or an encouraging indication of the skills of the Ram, depending on your point of view.
 
                 The muddy, planked streets had been strangely empty, and now Androssan realized why as they came up on a huge, straggly gathering near the terminus of the main road.  Someone spotted him and called attention, and there was a great stirring and susurration, followed by the utter silence of disciplined troops.  Androssan rounded the corner of the group and slowed to a stop, arrested by the sight in the middle of the road.
 
                 Experienced cavalry, the technical part of his mind categorized instantly, while his conscious mind was still trying to take in what his eyes were showing him.  They were mounted on strong, shaggy ponies, average-sized men in wool homespun with sheepskins over their shoulders or behind their saddles, completely unremarkable in passing.  There were no signs of a uniform or rank, no polished steel on display or eye-catching gear.  He caught the quiet eye of the man apparently in charge, and watching him dismount and walk over to him, the General got a different impression.  Solid.  Staunch.  That sort of understated, unpretentious presence that some very good, very confident troops had.  
 
                 They were composed enough to please any commander, sitting quietly in their saddles, unintimidated              by the hundreds of strange men scrutinizing them.  He scanned quickly while the Addahite approached.  Ten man front, and from his site on the corner of their column, he’d estimate about 25-30 ranks.  As many as three hundred experienced men…
 
   Then the Ram was in front of him, bigger than he’d looked, his stolid presence projecting a distinctly formidable aura.  He held out his hand, bypassing Androssan’s to grip his elbow, Merranic style.  
 
   “I am Imperial General Androssan,” the Northern leader said quietly, “and you are welcome here.  May I ask your intentions?”
 
   “I am Toriah, Captain of this Rank,” he was answered in the accents of the far north, in a voice as solid and bass as the Crown Mountains.  “We have come to greet the Tarq.”
 
   There were disbelieving whuffs of air as nearby soldiers and officers overheard this.  Androssan ignored it, starting with great sincerity, “We are glad to have you…” before abruptly losing his train of thought.  Another sibilant wave of sound, though no out-right cries, circulated amongst the surrounding troops, followed by a simultaneous step backward in almost parade-ground unison.
 
   Out from behind the Captain’s shaggy pony, which was completely unalarmed at the apparition, stepped the biggest canine Androssan had ever seen.  It was lean and long-legged, with a long muzzle and a gaunt, grizzled, feral look to it, and it padded silently toward him with its head low and enormous golden eyes fixed on his from under its brow.  The desire to step back—rather quickly—was almost overpowering.  It padded up beside Toriah, long red tongue lolling out of a head the same size as the pony’s, the cold breeze riffling the thick, greyish fur.  Casually, it sat down at Toriah’s side, and Androssan forced out a deep, steadying breath.
 
   Warwolf, he told himself calmly.  It’s just a Warwolf.  The Empire used to keep whole Dens full of them for just this sort of thing.  
 
   Toriah, as casual as the wolf, lifted his hand to rest it on the big head—a man and his dog, Androssan thought a little numbly.  Sitting, the beast came up to Toriah’s armpit.
 
   “How many of those are with you?” Androssan asked in as normal a tone as he could muster, all other thoughts having fled his mind.
 
   “Fifty or so.   With your permission, Lord General, we’ll bivouac to the west of your line.  Sometimes oxen and other horses get spooked by them.”
 
   You don’t say.  Sometimes humans get spooked by them.
 
   “As you wish,” Androssan allowed graciously. 
 
   The Ranks of the Ram.  Bones and ash...how was he supposed to prepare for what he had a sneaking suspicion would be a whole host of rationally troubling entities adding themselves to this War? 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 38
 
    
 
   Barely a month after his meeting with the Fox in the middle of nowhere, two war-baby surprises birthed in Androssan’s life.  Every commander in the world history of conflict knew that such things were inevitable, that plans rarely survived more than a few minutes of engaging the enemy, and that a hefty part of the success of being both a leader and a warrior was simple flexibility.
 
   So, he was nominally more serene than his snarling Point Sergeant.  “If they’ll be here any day,” he said patiently to Spere, who would have been frothing at the mouth if he were a dog, “then we need to clear tents and set up space for them.”
 
   “Burning empty robes!  BURN ME!  Why in Sheelfire can’t you meet them somewhere else?  Having those torchin’ prissy girls around in their dresses is bad for burning morale!”
 
   “Spere, the quicker the Council members are set up and made comfortable, the quicker they can get their inquisition—er, investigation—under way and the quicker they’ll be out of our hair.”  Androssan walked slowly around the tent, mind only half on the comfort of his delicate-minded Point.
 
   “Chunks of flesh, General!” he swore horrendously, “you know as well as I that’s not the burning way they burning work!  Torch it all!  Once they burning get settled in they’ll just burning figure we can’t run the burning war without them!  This is burning ash!  Sheelfire!”
 
   Spere was tremendously gifted as a point sergeant, but you couldn’t really take him into public.  Androssan had never understood why, but it seemed polite society had a tendency to equate military obscenity and lack of speech variety with a slower rate of cerebral activity.
 
   “Delegate, Sergeant,” Androssan said in crisp command, out of patience.  “And stay out of sight.”
 
   “No, please, don’t force me to stay away from them,” Spere said in spittle-punctuated sarcasm.  “Robes,” he hissed in parting epitaph as he flung the tent flap aside and stalked out.
 
   That was only one of the surprises, and to be honest, Androssan could hardly claim to be shocked when he got the message that four members of the council were on their way down.  He’d known as soon as that Fox had told him messengers were on their way to Archemounte that this would probably happen.  Somebody had to look into the fiscal nightmare accruing from keeping this army standing.  Although it was a testament to both their conviction and their      naïveté that Councilmen were actually coming themselves. 
 
                 The other surprise was the truly amazing message he’d gotten from a soggy Fox almost simultaneously with the one from Archemounte.  Cyrrh’s Lord Regent had, in less than a month, made it to Lirralhisa, rounded up the combined forces of Cyrrh, hit the trail east, and was expected almost any day.  Androssan had no idea how to account for this and it made him feel a little unmanly.  It had taken him five months to accomplish the same.  Of course, he had almost twice the distance to cover, who knew how many more men—the Fox hadn’t brought an estimate of the Cyrrhidean forces—and the Imperial Council to battle, but still…
 
                 Like any military man, he just hoped the warriors got in before the politicians.
 
                 He was not to be indulged.  Hope sprouted briefly when, after meeting the rather road-bedraggled Councilmen, they requested a day of rest from their journeys before meeting formally.  Androssan courteously faked regret and hurried them off to their tents, eyes beseechingly on the western road from Cyrrh.
 
                 It shouldn’t have surprised him, he thought wryly later, that the instant the Councilmen, refreshed, with the avarice and cunning of the Northern politician newly polished up in their eyes, met him in the command tent, word should come in that the Lord Regent had hit the western-most sentries and would be there in a matter of hours.
 
                   Exchanging banalities with the Northerners, who had indeed worn their council robes, Androssan forced his mind out of its groove of strategies and Realm-specific tactics and forced it into that of political machinations.  And it occurred to him that perhaps this was a blessing in disguise.  From two minutes of conversation, he could tell that the Council was going to prove difficult to dislodge; any risk of war was a far sight behind the issue of the cost of his Army standing at the full ready for as yet unspecified months into the future.  Perhaps a personal testimony from a credible source (the Lord Regent of Cyrrh, no less) about the Enemy’s plans was just what was needed.  He could have Alaunus come by—who would double as a repellent to any sensible Northern politician—and bring his Knight of the Steelmists, who had rather confusingly been with the Rach rescue party.  Technically, the Lance Knight, as head of the Merranic land forces, should be invited in when the head of the Cyrrhidean military arrived anyway…it would all look perfectly innocuous and reasonable, especially to status- and rank-conscious Councilmen.
 
                 So he smoothly sent messages flying in all directions, affecting the air of a busy military man multi-tasking with ease.               The day dragged on for several years.  He was just about out of stories and contrived evidence of his frugality, the sun long set, when he began to hear the tell-tale signs of activity from outside.  He crossed his fingers that it was something disruptive; the Council was ready to get serious.
 
                 “We are very impressed with what you’ve done General Androssan,” Chyle was beginning gravely, “but we need to seriously discuss the risks v. benefits, here—”
 
                 “General, Sir,” Waylan said, suddenly frisking the tent flap in, “the Lord Regent of Cyrrh.”
 
                 Androssan rose instantly, walking forward to greet the newcomer, professional dignity completely belying his buoyancy.  They exchanged quiet greetings while the Council members tried to peer curiously around Androssan’s broad shoulders.
 
                 “You’ve been a long while on the road, Regent,” Androssan said, meaning it.  “Would you prefer to clean up a bit and rest before we plunge into discussion?”
 
                 “There is no time, though I thank you,” Traive answered in that sensible, strong voice.  He looked just as Androssan remembered him and not at all tired, but there were a couple of new, pink scars puckering on his face and neck.  He had the kind of face that wore scars well, however, tending to dashing rather than disfiguring.  “We could be attacked at literally any time.”
 
                 “Any time,” Androssan emphasized, nimbly stepping out of the way and ushering the Lord Regent closer to the Councilmen.  “That is serious.”
 
                 Traive gave him a faintly puzzled look until he saw the pasty, soft-faced men in ground-sweeping robes staring curiously at him.  Comprehension flickered across his blunt, rugged features.  “Am I in the presence, perchance, of the Imperial Council?” he asked, with flattering overtones of awe, bending courteously over his arm.
 
                 Ricking practically preened.   “Well,” he laughed affectedly.  “Only in part.  We’ve come to assess the accuracy and dependability of, frankly, a rather questionable message sent by the Queen.  We are afraid, from the implausibility of the message’s contents, that she is rather traumatized…”  He laughed again.  Androssan considered it interesting that in the course of their long hours of conversation, this had never come up.  
 
   “You have seen her, is that correct?” Stewn asked.  “We do all hope most emphatically that she is not hurt.”
 
                 “I have indeed, and she is well,” Traive said seriously, slowing drawing off his leather riding gloves.  He was in full battle dress, the thick, hardened leather cuirass that covered his torso beautifully worked with a gryphon rampant and stamped with gold (probably real, knowing Cyrrhideans).  The General moved to pour the traveler a glass of his best Daphenian wine—an act that did not escape the attention of four pairs of longing Northern eyes—ear bent to catch every word about his Queen.
 
                 “I have also seen the planning room of the Sheelshard, and I can tell you our Enemy foments great travail for us,” he said quietly, pretending not to notice as Androssan almost splashed wine over his work table at this pronouncement.
 
                 “The…the Sheelshard,” Chyle repeated in an unhappy sort of awe.  “I thought that was only… a legend,” he said in a voice that made it clear he would have preferred it to stay that way.
 
                 “It is very, very real,” Traive contradicted, his calm, powerful voice at exactly the right pitch of ominous conviction.  Androssan handed him the glass, wishing him the whole bottle, a barrel, a wagonload of barrels.  What a splendid fellow.
 
                 “The threat to the North is especially imminent,” Traive continued, and the pale faces opposite him fell even further.
 
                 “The threat…” Sollin repeated reluctantly.  He was the only one there whose hair was not gray yet, a fairly new member who had been elected on his passionate anti-traditionalist platform.
 
                 “Oh, aye,” Traive affirmed, swallowing a mouthful of wine with the appreciation of a man long on the road.  “The Enemy’s plans lay the strike irrefutably at the belly of the Empire, their forces to be amassed into overwhelming numbers and flung straight north, overrunning the Ramparts and breaking into the unprotected innards of your Realm to wreak havoc and destruction.”
 
                 The Councilmen stared at him with bulging eyes, wordless.  Traive nodded gravely, a veritable rock of trustworthy respectability, letting the thought settle for a minute.  Then he said, “Or, at least, that is what they intend.  They do not know, of course, that the Empire is prepared.  That her Council has wisely readied her Armies and that they stand even now, in all their strength, ready to defend the North.”
 
                 Ricking laughed, rather weaker than before, but with unmistakable relief.  “Yes,” he said, a little wildly.  “Yes.  We’re ready.”  The other councilmen swallowed or smiled unconvincingly or fiddled nervously with their expensive belts.
 
                 “Well,” Androssan said expansively into the tense silence, “I am sure you gentlemen are tired out.  Let me have you escorted to your tents.  A good night’s sleep will put this all into perspective.  The Lord Regent and I have a little war talk to do and then I’m sure he, too, will turn in.”  He nodded encouragingly at them.
 
                 “I thought there wasn’t much time,” Sollin said craftily, just as the General had opened his mouth to call for Waylan.  Everyone looked at him.  He definitely did not scare as easy as the others, looking suspiciously between Traive and Androssan with his mind at full capacity.
 
                 “Yes…” Chyle said slowly.  “Yes, I think we should be in on any war planning.  I couldn’t sleep much anyway,” he admitted, “as I’m sure you two gentlemen will not.”
 
                 And that effectively called that bluff.
 
                 A sasquatch abruptly appeared in the tent doorway.  Lost somewhere behind his bulk, Waylan’s muffled voice was trying to announce, in vain, the Knight of the Steelmists.
 
                 “Banion,” Traive said warmly, rising to grip elbows with him.  The enormous mountain of hair rumbled something that may have been the Lord Regent’s name in response.  It was hard to tell; he had a cold, and when sinus passages of that size were congested, well, it made speech pretty unintelligible.  He shook like an oversized sheepherding dog, and to judge from the amount of water that went spraying around the tent as he moved farther into it, it had started to rain.
 
                 Androssan stole a glance at the Councilmen, shaking the water off of his hands.  Good, good, now where was Alaunus?
 
                 “Jarl Banion,” he greeted the Knight cordially and tried not to wince as the creature pulverized his elbow in greeting.  He’d worked with Banion a few times before in the wargames, and aside from being the largest Merranic he’d ever seen, he’d been mildly impressed with the man’s intelligence.  Meaning he seemed to have more frequent stretches of sanity, and even a dash of common sense.  Years ago, in an exercise specifically set up by he and the old Lance to lure the younger Knights into a fight with a diversionary element, young Banion had been the only one to see through it.  It had made an impression on both men, enough with the Lance that it had helped win the Knight his current rank.
 
                 “Where is the Lance Knight?” he asked him, but couldn’t decipher the hair-filtered, snot-clogged response.
 
                 “That’s too bad,” Traive commiserated.  “I assume it’s going around?” he asked Androssan.  Androssan shook his head sadly and murmured, having no idea what was being said but getting the general impression.  With sudden inspiration, he turned to the Councilmen.  “Army camps…wellsprings of sickness, no matter how well-fed and cared for the men are.  Just so many of them, you know?  All packed together like that—everybody ends up catching these things.  And of course, the lice and bedbugs don’t help…”  Looking variably alarmed, disgusted, and uncertain, the Councilmen drew back from them all, some of them pulling their robes close to avoid lurking contagion.
 
                 “The Lance—!” Waylan tried admirably from outside the tent, but it still seemed like Alaunus was rather suddenly in the midst of them, clearing his throat congestedly, ruddy face pale.  The tent began to smell distinctly like wet hair.
 
                 Two hours later, the Councilmen were still resolutely present.  The war planning had turned even more interesting than Androssan had expected, and the activities he’d assumed would take up the night—placing Cyrrhidean and Imperial and Merranic forces around the big wall map like a giant playing board—had yet to materialize.
 
                   “Dragons,” Sollin repeated for the third time.  The other Council members had as yet been unable to say the word.
 
                 Traive nodded patiently.  “There is incontrovertible evidence they are stirring.  We need to plan on them playing a role—a large, devastating one.  We have only four Talons up and the rule of thumb is three per dragon.”
 
                 “Wait, wait.”  They were moving slowly, the Northerners needing time to digest the more objectionable facts Traive was tossing out.  He had started by recounting his mission south, though from the surreptitious looks that drifted between him and Banion, Androssan suspected he was leaving out a detail or two.  Normally, the General would have brushed aside all but the most pertinent information, saving the storytales for later and getting down to the business of planning this war…but this was an unprecedented opportunity to amaze and horrify the Council of Archemounte.  It was too good to be true, the shock, the terror on their faces with the descriptions of the firehole that Traive painted Zkag out to be.  He was definitely making an impression.  But now they were laboriously moving on, or had been until the Lord Regent mentioned that one of the Whiteblades had warned him of the viability of the dragons in southern Cyrrh.  That had been twenty minutes ago.
 
                 “How do you know for sure there are dragons?  I mean,” Ricking gave that irritating, nervous laugh again, “they haven’t been seen in, what, centuries?”
 
                 “The Ivory Chieftess,” Traive repeated, over what sounded suspiciously like an impatient snort from Banion, “had been on a reconnaissance mission to determine that very thing.   She and the Ivory Thief found two of them, not quite fully awake, but definitely more restless than sleeping dragons that are planning on staying asleep.  In her opinion, and she has seen many dragons rouse to battle in her time, these two will be in play in the—”
 
                 A flurry of comments drowned him out before he could say more:  “This is second-hand information!”  “Everybody knows Whiteblade parts are acted out—you can’t tell me you believe what she said is true!” “But you said there are only enough talons to fight one dragon; what do you plan to do about the other!?”  “You know of two, what if there are more!?”  “Can we really trust the word of a thief?!”
 
                 When the onslaught finally paused, Androssan said quietly, “Can we count on the Whiteblades’ help in the upcoming battle?”  Curiously, Traive had said nothing about it yet, though in the legends, they always showed up to such things just in the nick of time.
 
                 A strange look stilled the Lord Regent’s rugged brown face.  He didn’t bother to disguise the long glance with Banion this time.  After a pause, he said quietly, “No.  They’re…engaged…elsewhere.”
 
                 This was about to start another round of protests from the cackling Council, when Waylan—bless him—stuck his head in and said briskly, “Rach, Sir.”
 
                 Finally.  Androssan rose quickly to his feet—they were all seated behind tables now, the Northern bureaucrats scribbling furious notes.  He’d expected word from Kyr ages ago, was beginning to wonder if something was wrong…like the Ramparts had been overrun already.  As soon as Androssan had had access to his bloodhawks traveling with the Northern Army, he’d sent one off to supplement the message Waylan had carried.  But that hadn’t been answered either.
 
                 The Rach stepped deftly into the tent, so quickly he seemed almost to materialize out of the black wall of rain seen through the tent flap.  Androssan almost immediately felt a pang of dread; the messenger was very serious for a Rach, the face impassive, eyes quiet…they were normally a pretty energetic lot.  This was going to be bad news.
 
                 But then the sober young man slipped the leather cape off his shoulders and the room went quiet as a tomb.  The leather breeches weren’t dark with rain, they were black, and from the narrow hips they encircled hung the twin, deadly arcs of double-hipped swords.  He didn’t have bad news—he was bad news.  It was a Dra.
 
                 Androssan had only been a teenager when the Assassinations had swept the ranks of Northern politicians, but he remembered the terror, remembered how overnight the Drae had become the most hated, feared men in the Empire.  Even after they were cleared and that mercenary group from the Swamps had been implicated in the rash of murders, the stain on their reputation had remained.  The majority of Imperials still considered them traitors—low-life, treacherous, devious devils with no honor, no virtue, no integrity.  
 
                 The tricky part was that the Drae were the deadliest blades in the Realms…too casual a disrespect could earn you a sub-optimal discussion with their steel.  This also may have occurred to the Councilmen present; their faces were ashen, eyes huge.  Chyle and Ricking were positively trembling with terror.  
 
                 The tension was so thick in the command tent, which was shrinking under the strain of its sudden popularity, that Androssan wasn’t sure he could overcome it enough to move.  Carefully and very slowly, he moved his hand away from his sword, and forced himself to walk with deliberate steps over to the Dra.
 
                 “Welcome,” he said quietly, forgivably with more caution than hospitality.  The Drae had fulfilled their traditional guardsmen duties at the Kingsmeet, with never an incident.
 
                 “I am Kinn,” the Dra said in the low, understated way of his people.  “Brother to the Dra.  I have been sent in his stead to offer the forces of our people.”
 
                 Androssan stood carefully, ruminating thoroughly on all of that.
 
                 From behind him, Banion said almost unintelligibly, “I diddun doe Kai had a brudder.”
 
   “Dra Kai is escorting Queen Sable,” Traive explained helpfully.  Actually, Androssan wasn’t that concerned with individual personalities.  If he had heard correctly…he’d just been given…a force of Drae.  
 
   “This is good news,” Androssan said, absently offering his hand before quickly dropping it.  Drae weren’t real keen on the hand/arm/elbow clasp thing, preferring to keep both their personal distance and their hands free.  Most people didn’t mind this.
 
   His mind beginning to spin a little freer from the anxiety of a moment ago, he turned with renewed interest to the barely breathing Northerners.  “Well, gentlemen,” he said with grave command, “now this really will turn into detailed talk of numbers and troop disposition.  I suggest you turn in and I shall catch you up on any essential details in the morning.”
 
   The Dra, sensitive to the fact he was blocking the escape route, glided away from the tent flap.  As one, the Councilmen rose to their feet, Chyle gripping the table so hard his fingers were white.  There was no questioning, no debates, just four men headed purposefully for the exit as Androssan called for their escort.  One, Sollin, eyes dilated and fixed on the Dra across the room, hissed at the General as he passed, “You can’t seriously be considering accepting—”
 
   “Yes,” Androssan said loudly, “We are lucky to have them.  With such skilled swordsmen on our side, it will be an unimaginable force of Enemy that would prevail against us.”
 
   Sollin stared at him, face ugly with fear and disgust, but he left with the others.
 
   At last.
               “How you put up with those unnatural monsters, I’ll  never  know,” Alaunus commented, giving Androssan a look at least five times as shrewd as what  the General  thought  him  capable of.
 
   “Come, Kinn,” Androssan gestured to their little gathering around the tables. “Even now we speak of war plans.”  He strode back over himself, barely seated before shooting questions.  “How many, er, Drae do you bring?”  What a deadly company that would make.
 
   “There are roughly 30,000…but we work best alone.”  There was respectful silence for this profound understatement.  “I would suggest, General, that you allow us to disperse throughout the line, leaving individuals to help out where need calls.”
 
   “Seems  reasonable,” Androssan conceded,  feeling   slightly  out  of  his realm.  Drae…a fighting  force  of  Drae.   He  cleared  his throat,  then  business-like  asked, “How many did you bring, Regent?”
              “The Stagriders—roughly 40,000—which  can  act  as either light cavalry or messengers, and about 150,000 Sentinels.  Another  280,000  Sentinels should be on the road as we speak; there had to be some restructuring of the Torques first.  I’ve called in 15,000 Fox to run as messengers, and serve  as personal  guard,  if needed.  They can also be used as small,  special  assault  forces.  Some  are  with  me,  the  rest  will  join  us  in  the  next  few days.”  His voice was calm, precise, switching effortlessly from tactful political pandering to cool, objective tactical calculations.
 
   “You all know, surely, that we cannot plan on the stolen Enemy intelligence,” Androssan said firmly, trying to gain time to compute all the astounding numbers just thrown at him.  Who would’ve thought Cyrrh held such numbers of men!
 
   “Aye,” Alaunus grunted.  “The Fleet’s spread out over torching leagues of the Eastern Sea, a safety net that’ll prevent any of the jewel-eyed buggers from flanking us east.”
 
   “We’ve a skeleton crew of Sentinels and the Jageers left to man the Torques, as well,” Traive said in agreement, adding further to Androssan’s surprise.  He had been sure he was going to have to talk blustering Border Realmsmen into the probability that the attack plan had changed.
 
   “The Sheelmen will come through the Ramparts,” Kinn said quietly, and everyone turned to look at him.  There was just something about a Dra’s voice…he could have been singing a nursery song and everybody would have looked at him intently, with respectful consideration. 
 
   “They surely know that we know their plan,” Androssan said, the words already rehearsed in his mind.
 
   “It is never unwise to prepare for contingencies,” Kinn said patiently, “but the Tarq are not imaginative warriors.  They fight by flooding the battlefield with more men than can be defeated.”  His words hung unpleasantly in the air, until Androssan said boldly, “Well, we have a force now that they have never before faced.”  Over a million soldiers—there was no record, ever, of such a collection of Armies!  The Merranics both gave congested, approving grunts.
 
   “And they know this,” Kinn answered in that unflappable Dra voice, “and they do not care.”  That made cold chills run up and down Androssan’s spine, his elation deflating like a spent balloon.
 
   “Do you know more of their plans?” asked Traive, who one would think, being fresh out of the Sheelshard, would be fairly confident he was in possession of the latest facts.
 
   “I know only of their ways,” Kinn said.  “For them to plan such an unsophisticated, focused thrust speaks loudly of their characteristic confidence in their numbers.”
 
   “Da Rach realdize dis, doo?” Banion asked, and while Androssan mentally converted that into recognizable speech, Kinn fixed his unnerving gaze on the Merranic and nodded slowly.
 
   “Kyr came to—with a little persuasion.”  If that had been a Northerner voice, it would have been wry.
 
   “You’ve been to see him,” Traive accused slowly, and Androssan’s face lit up alertly.  There were an instant dozen questions on his tongue, but he held it, letting the conversation play out.
 
   “Kai thought a personal touch might be needed,” Kinn said laconically.  Traive and Banion exchanged looks.  “He never said a word,” Banion objected in garbled tongue.
 
   “Even when they do involve themselves in affairs of the Realms, the Drae keep close council!” Traive accused with a chuckle, but without anger or—to Androssan’s ear—much respect.
 
   “What did you tell the Rach?  What are his plans?” Androssan asked quietly, unable to wait any longer.
 
   “Kai feared the decimation of the Rach were they to make their traditional stand at the Ramparts,” Kinn said slowly.  The tent was so quiet you could hear the faint talking of men outside even over the rain thrumming on the canvas.  Banion swallowed noisily, snuffling snot.  “Rach Kyr came to see this too, with the Enemy plan laid clearly before him; they are no strangers to the ways of the Tarq, the Rach who brave the Sheel.  It came to him that he must bring the Wings here, to make his stand at the very feet of the Empire, in order to make them count.”
 
   Androssan could have crowed with delight, staring raptly at the Dra, at the narrow, aquiline, bronzed face so reminiscent of the fierce peoples they were discussing.  To bring the full force of the Ramparts here!  Here, where they could be integrated into the massive array already present instead of just being thrown uselessly into the swarm of Sheelmen and devoured!  It was more than he could have hoped for, the entire reasoning behind the urgent message he’d sent with Lt. Waylan.
 
   “When?” the General asked urgently, all his inner excitement threatening to overflow in that one word.
 
   “I am but a day or so ahead of Kyr’s forerunners,” Kinn said expressionlessly.
 
   “HA!” Alaunus did shout then, Banion chuckled around all his nasal blockage and Traive’s rugged face broke into a grin.
 
   “That deserves a toast,” Androssan said with quiet triumph. 
 
                    When the Rach came, the earth trembled.
 
   “Blood and ash,” Spere swore, awed in spite of himself.  “The privates’ll think the end of the torching world’s come.”
 
   The leaders of the allied forces stood at the banks of the Daroe, forewarned by repeated Rach messengers of the imminent Wings as if such an event needed to be braced for.  Androssan was beginning to understand why.
 
   For almost an hour now they’d been visible, first as just a smudge against the flat grey winter sky and the flat grey dead plains south of the river, stretching out of sight to both east and west.  But now, as they approached, a detachment of a dozen or so could be seen separated out front and moving much quicker.  Long before individuals in the clumped masses behind them could be made out, the advance party was riding up to the Daroe, the thundering of their bright Aerach horses as they crossed the main bridge drowning out the deep, bass rumble of the thousands of horses moving up behind them.
 
   Almost as one, the Rach dismounted gracefully at the foot of the bridge on the Northern side, falling into step slightly behind one of their number.  Their beautiful horses shone like jewels in the dull day, tossing their heads and neighing spiritedly at being left behind as a couple men gathered their reins.  They made a fiery backdrop for the energetic group advancing toward them.  Androssan didn’t think there was any contrived Northern ceremony that could have been more dramatic than the approach of that group of men.  At their head was a very young, well-built man with eyes you could see flashing even across the yards of distance.  The raw energy in his powerful stride captured the eye, a compelling, vigorous magnetism that made you almost blind to the fierce, lean men striding dangerously on his flanks, four to each side.
 
   Rach Kyr and the Shagreens of the Wings off Sheel.
 
   Androssan could never remember the details of that initial meeting later.  It had been full of the summing up, the measuring, that most men do upon meeting anyway, amplified amongst the fit, ferocious Rach to the point the General wasn’t sure there’d even been many words spoken.
 
   Since none of them had gathered to chat over tea, it wasn’t much of an issue.  The overwhelming urge was to get into war council, and Androssan herded them all almost impatiently into the command tent.  He wanted everyone moving before the Council, who’d horrifyingly insisted on being present at every step of this process, could say anything.  He’d noticed a marked hesitancy among the other Realmsmen to interrupt a Councilman once he started talking.  It only made sense tactically to prevent them from starting.
 
   He’d set the tent up in a half-circle of ranks around the big parchment map at the front, leaders closest to it, immediate inferiors just behind, with aids as needed mixed in.  The four Councilmen were in the very back, with big rolls of blank parchment to keep them happy.  If they were making Important Notes, hopefully they wouldn’t be interrupting.
 
   To be courteous, Androssan realized, as everyone settled into their seats, he should have allowed the Rach a chance to rest or freshen up or at least take food.  But it just seemed ridiculous; they were by far the youngest men in the room, so obviously athletic and unwearied that they made the other military men look like reenactment gameboys in need of a bracing meal and a nap.
 
   Surreptitiously, Androssan scanned the Imperial section of seating in the middle.  The Cavalry Commander, Fulton, looked positively effeminate with his bright, fine wool and lace and his white-plumed hat—especially next to all that browned, virile vitality swirling into seats nearby.  Androssan winced at the barely concealed sneer on the man’s face; he had thought that his cavalry officers were the most obvious choice to interface with the Rach.  They could talk sabre techniques or hoof picks or something.   Next to Fulton sat the Ashbow Commander, Orren, a grizzled veteran of everything that could happen with a bow and arrows…but who seemed glaringly geriatric in the current light.  Even the Infantry Commander—that dazzling glory so unique to the Empire—didn’t fare well in comparison.  Bale had taken the unmatched Imperial Foot to new heights, training them in pikes, spears, and stunning shortsword maneuvers that had brought exclamations of delight at the last wargames, but he seemed a dull and lackluster sort of fellow now, lank greying hair flat against his enervated, seamed face.
 
   Between the Imperials and the newly arrived Rach were ranged the Merranics.  King Kane had arrived a day or two ago, had immediately caught his countrymen’s cold and was now silent, miserable, and leaking facial fluids.  Kraemoor was also silent, for a Merranic, and sitting next to his equal on land, the Lance Knight.  After centuries of wargaming with the North, the Merranics had finally been persuaded that communications were prone to failure and now routinely had down to third rank present at councils.  So, the Lance’s three Knights, each the leader of a chevron of 30,000 heavy horse, were ranged behind him:  the Knight of the Bitterns, Jarl Heisar, distinguishable from other Merranics by the nose he’d lost in a brawl, the Knight of the Stone, Prince Kanarron (titles didn’t pass in the logical hereditary way in Merrani; none of Kane’s sons had been able to best his nephew for the Knighthood), and the Knight of the Steelmists, Jarl Banion.  Next to the Rach, Merranics tended to look oafish, malformed, and hampered with hair, though you’d think it’d be just the opposite…the Rach should’ve looked like children, their slender, slightly curved sabres like toys.
 
   He sent his aides scurrying to pour wine for everyone and water for the travelers—and Toriah.  The Captain of the Ranks he had inconspicuously placed just to the right of the Northerners, next to the famously tolerant Cyrrhideans.  Kinn was between him and the Imperials.  Curiously, though every man in the room was armed, some repeatedly, one didn’t notice anyone’s steel but the Dra’s.  Those twin-hipped blades might as well have been painted in neon.  Even Kyr’s blazing eyes gave them a glance.
 
   The Cyrrhidean contingent took up the whole right of the tent.  Lord Khrieg, though he commanded a gryphon, had not yet arrived, which brought tears of regret to not a single eye, for in his place sat the eminently capable and far preferable Lord Regent.  The single commander of all military in Cyrrh, Traive had a perfect gaggle of quiet brown men spreading out in a triangle behind him.  Closest to Toriah sat the Sentinalier Achan, a bewilderingly beast-oriented pyramid of support right behind him: the Jaglord, a handsome, outgoing man, the Staglord, taciturn as a Dra, and the Captain of the Sentinels, in charge of all the Torquelords of Cyrrh and looking the most self-important of any of them.  Next to Achan sat the very plain and unremarkable Foxlord, possibly the most powerful man in the room when it came to knowledge and skirted by an alert, hovering cluster of Silver Fox.  At the far edge of both the room and reality was the Cyrrhidean Sky Captain, Kourain.  In charge, improbably, of four Talons of gryphons.   Androssan had no idea what he was supposed to do with him.
 
   The Imperial General settled into his seat, feeling like he’d rather be doing laps around the tent, he had so much nervous energy and expectation built up.
 
   “Welcome, Rach Kyr,” he began, forcing himself to look at that corner of the tent.  It seemed to shimmer with energy and edginess, the impatience of the young in the face of the thorough-going wisdom of the, er, matured.  Of all the Realms, the Rach alone had no third rank, just the direct stares and hard planes of face and body of the Shagreens.  “We are deeply pleased that you are here.  Tell us of your journey and what you know of the Enemy’s actions.”
 
   Kyr sprang to his feet, and Androssan heard parchment crackle in alarm at the back of the room.  But his intent was verbal.  He stood very straight and still as he greeted them, a man in tight control of himself and no stranger to making speeches.  It was no red-faced, stammering embarrassment over losing the Northern Queen that filled the tent; there was no sign of intimidation in the presence of such older and wiser monarchs and military men.  In fact, he was so perfectly poised, so unselfconsciously full of life and vision that it didn’t occur to any of them that he was lacking in either age or wisdom.
 
   As his strong voice addressed the gathered strength of four Realms, Androssan realized that all his careful, months-long preparation for this moment had been unnecessary.  Rach Kyr simply and easily and without the notice, let alone objections, of any of the other leaders…took charge.  With smooth and flawless tact he moved through the upcoming campaign, sure of the Enemy, sure of their tactics, and oddly, for his seclusion down on the Sheel, sure of his allies.  He placed Realmsmen around the big map behind him as effortlessly and certainly as a boy places tin soldiers for a battle that exists only in his head.  He had that rare, natural leadership that included faultless judgment, his statements utterly sensible, and—even more rare—the ability to do it without sparking even a whisper of resentment.  
 
   Watching him, unable to stop analyzing men’s character, weighing their qualities, even in such dire circumstances, Androssan realized that there was another thing on Kyr’s side.  Something intangible that all the other Realms seemed to understand.  The barriers that a Northern leader always faces when dealing with men from the Border Realms, that odd cultural disparity, didn’t exist for Kyr.  It hung, a tacit understanding somehow outside of Imperial consciousness, in the still, focused air of the tent…as if the rest of the world danced to an intangibly different strain of music that the Empire could barely hear. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 39
 
    
 
   Sable fussed nervously with the reins, the only sign of the distress surging through her.  She was the Queen, of course, under the admiring gaze of hundreds of eyes, and it was hardly possible to let loose with more than a few inconspicuous twitches.
 
   It had been a long, hard, miraculous road their party had traveled on its harried way back from the Sheel.  When they’d emerged from the ’Shard, it had been full night.  They’d stumbled, exhausted, hungry, wounded, burdened with wounded, all the way back across the empty desert, driven by the knowledge that the Sheel would erupt behind them very shortly with bottomless malignance.  The whole trip had held a remarkable similarity.  Slow, because of Kore, and almost submerged in a frantic fear that admitted no rest and little food.  Even when they came across some of the Whiteblade horses and rigged a litter for the wounded Shagreen, which more than tripled their pace, they still could not relax.  There were more Tarq patrols swarming up on them than tirna in a tradehouse—and they were in an interactive mood.
 
   Sable hadn’t exactly had a vigorous recovery on the return journey.  But, unlike the other Northerners, she had that Other Strength to lean on.  Her vitality, reaching the Ramparts, escaping the Tarq, bringing news of the Enemy’s plans—all were in much greater hands than hers had proven to be.  What a joke to remember her self-important surmises on the various forms of sacrifices Il had in mind for her.  She was done trying to place herself in this tornado of events.  
 
   The cheers picked up, the men of the Northern Army not only happy to see their monarch but, really, happy to see any woman that was clean and decently dressed and didn’t have louse bites on her cheeks.  Sable had finally filled out again, though it had taken almost a good week of solid sleep and endless quantities of healthy Aerach food to do it.  The rest of the party had been amazed when the Sharhi-Tir patrol had found them, a serendipity that defied probability as they were currently running for their life from an unusually large and angry collection of Sheelmen.   
 
   Just like that, the furtive marches were over, the overwrought emotions calmed, their lives turned once again into the surety and dependability that most of the world took for granted.  They had no sooner reached the Ramparts than a cloud of Fox descended on Traive like pages on a rich lord.  While he issued tomes of instructions, Fox and Postal birds and ’Tips flowing away from him in a flood of men and animals, Sable lasted barely long enough to send the message that she was alive and to ready the Armies immediately before collapsing into the soft hammock in the Shagreen’s tent.  
 
   His name was Qarasca, the Shagreen of the Sharhi-Tir, as ferocious-looking as any she had seen at the Hilt when Kyr Stood in Judgment, and he ran to meet her, sinking to his proud knee, savage face upturned with joy.  She was tremendously fond of the Rach, but sometimes she really felt their priorities were misplaced.  He barely glanced at Kore, even though he was a fellow Realmsman and a fellow Shagreen, merely giving terse orders for him to be seen to and returning to the rapt perusal of her face.
 
   His tent was quickly emptied for her, and over the course of the next week she was able to repay him by what she had learned of the Sheelshard—which was undoubtedly the thing that pleased him best.  Even after Androssan’s message had reached her, after Traive and Banion had been long gone back to their Realms and Melkin had sped north on the fastest Aerach he could borrow, she tarried.  She wished desperately to know if Kore would recover before she left him, but though he didn’t die, he didn’t pander to her anxiety much either.  He was still unconscious when duty called her inexorably north.                
 
   It was still no brisk gallop, their trip.  She tired easily, and Kai and Cerise both would not have her pushed.  A half-dozen cyclones rode as escort, though, and their jubilant company—in high spirits with all the promising activity in the future—was so bolstering, so reminiscent of that other journey she’d made before the world had turned to fire and blood around her, that it was almost as restorative as the week of sleep in the Ramparts.
 
   But now, it had come to this.  They had passed through the glare of the Eshaid desert (rather gentle-seeming now) and into the looming grey of featureless winter in the southern Empire.  The Daroe had come far too soon, because now her eagerness to see Kyr had been tinged with doubt.  No one knew better than she the demands rulership could place on one…but had he not wanted to come to her in the west?  He was the Rach; he could do anything he wanted and his people would adore him.  It was only a few days’ hard ride from the Hilt to the far western Wing…which was all foolishness and she knew it.  He had sent messages, the situation and the crisis ahead of them had been updated daily by Qarasca; there was no time for him to come to her.
 
   But, woman-like, she worried.
 
   So, now they were riding down the long, cheering aisles of Northern soldiers and the meeting loomed ahead of her laced with dread instead of pleasure.  They had taken the long way in, for it was easier along the flanks of the Dragonspine than out in the middle of the Eshaid, and so the Aerach Wings were all there before them, though they’d left after.  Somewhere in the thousands of massed soldiers from every Realm on earth…was her beloved.  And what if he would not see her?  What if there were nothing but excuses and cool, formal phrases between them now?  She had been the cause of death of a whole cyclone of men, possibly by now to include his best friend and most-valued Shagreen—for mere selfish pleasure. 
 
   Agitatedly, her hands twisted the reins, the magnitude of her misdeeds suddenly a crushing weight.  It was one thing to ask forgiveness from Il, who would never deny her and had obviously used the whole escapade for vastly important purposes…but it was another thing to ask it of a man, even one as honorable as Kyr.
 
   And then she picked him suddenly out of the crowd.  It was a good thing she was on horseback or she would probably have stopped all forward motion and just stood there like an imbecile.  He was handsomer than she remembered, a glowing beauty around the molten bronze of his animated features, a heart-wrenching power to the set of his strong shoulders, and those eyes, those piercing eyes…but there was a look on his face she had never seen.  Unthinking, she dismounted, absently handing the reins to Cerise, eyes fixed on that dear face as he strode closer and closer in that ground-eating walk of his.  His face was stormy, caught up in such a passion she couldn’t begin to place it.  Was it, could it be…angry?
 
   That thought just about undid all her careful attentions to the royal façade.  After all she’d been through, all the terrors and worries and guilt and aching for his love, to come now to face him without hope of it lifting…She almost stumbled as she went to meet him, though he was rushing toward her so quickly she didn’t have far to go.
 
   “How can you forgive me…?” she managed brokenly before he swept her into his strong arms and crushed her with aching gentleness against him, his lips sealing hers in such feeling that she soon forgot her pain, forgot her doubts, forgot everything but that he was hers, that it was all over, and that she would love him forever.
 
   Which made quite a scene for the locals.
 
   Time flew and it dragged, nervous expectation running like a current through the soldiers and officers and Knights and Sentinels and Rach that waited breathlessly on the edge of the Empire.  Androssan, standing with stoic, compassionate respect to receive the Rach families as they came over the Terring Bridge, was awash with it despite his grave face.
 
   A half rill of Aerach horse had left that morning in a burst of restless energy disguised as a scout mission, Kyr—as forecasted by Lt. Waylan—personally at their head.  The rest of the thousands of desert cavalry were spread out on the opposite side of the river, horses grazing in a colorful string as far as the eye could see along the river bank.  That, too, had been Waylan’s suggestion, keeping the river between the two peoples.  Not only would it keep the two herds of horses separate (Imperial Cav were a territorial lot), but it made a handy buffer between the two cultures.  Here and there along the Daroe, staked like road signs of the exotic, were the standards of the Rach.  Long, slender wood poles, still with the knots and gnarls of the trees they had come from but polished from centuries of oiling and use, they had the longest, narrowest guidons he’d ever seen—more like streamers than flags.  
 
   Before he’d left, Kyr had spoken to the General about his noncombatants.  The Ramparts had been emptied but for a few volunteers…and they now needed somewhere besides the front lines to set up a refugee camp.  Androssan had offered the Winnowing Hills, so now what basically constituted the entire Aerach civilization was filing by into the Empire and safety.
 
   He nodded his head as each person passed, or murmured a word of bracing sympathy, the understanding warleader bowing to the hardships of those caught up indirectly in the trauma of war…but, frankly, he was beginning to feel a bit silly.
 
   The Rachina had been killed in action several years ago, along with Rach Kyr’s young  sons, but Kyr’s mother had led the narrow file over the bridge.  She had sunk gracefully to a knee, taking his hand—both embarrassing and strangely affecting, for she was a gorgeous woman only a little younger than the General.  The entire procession had mimicked her actions to the tee, smiling graciously, the narrow, golden brown Rach face a thing of stirring beauty on their women.  None of them seemed particularly upset; there wasn’t a single sad countenance that had passed him yet.  They had long, swinging strides of lilting energy, these homeless and displaced, eyes of black or brown sparkling with life.  Children clearly enchanted with Imperial mud trotted happily between their long legs and the careful ones of the loaded horses at their sides, or sat quietly in their mother’s arms (some of whom looked barely older than his own daughter).  So far, he hadn’t seen a single male over the age of eight or nine, not even the bent, wizened type.  There were loads of dogs—the muscled, thin-skinned sighthounds of the desert—some birds, cages valiantly covered as if that would ward off the winter damp and chill, and the general air of life and motion that you would normally associate more with a traveling circus.  You would not have been able to tell from a casual glance that these people had lost everything permanent in their lives, were strangers in a far distant land, and were fleeing to safety while their menfolk fought in the battle of the Ages. 
 
   The plan had been to spread them out through the Hills around the town of Eldoreth, a humble claimant for the title as it was barely more than a site for grain storage and transfer.  That was also where the Council would retire (he hoped) once the Enemy was actually engaged, and where Sable had finally, after fierce objection, been convinced to join them.  His Queen was much changed, he thought idly, trying to stifle a smile as a little girl of about six took his hand.  Her eyes lit up as if he was the best Winterfest gift ever.
 
   He’d heard about the greeting with Kyr, of course—soldiers loved any gossip that involved physical contact between men and women—and had frowned heavily.  That’s what came of letting all these young monarchs run around the Realms meeting each other.  But it was more than a little youthful infatuation that had matured her face.  Her pretty blue eyes had had steel before, but now held an odd, deep-seated confidence, an adamantine sort of gentleness that was completely alien to the North.  She had told him, in detail, the tactical part of what had passed since they’d last spoken, and he her, but there were personal things (obviously) that she’d left unapologetically out.  And she had refused implacably his request to leave camp.  Acquiescence had come, apparently, only after she’d spoken later with the Rach.
 
   Spere sidled up to him, speaking low in the off ear.  He could listen easily; the Aerach women, completely denying the rights of femininity, displacement, and helplessness, said hardly a word.  In fact, it wouldn’t surprise him if Spere wanted a closer look at all that glowing, healthy, attractive womanhood.  He certainly didn’t have earth-shattering news.
 
   “I think you should know, Sir,” he began, pausing as a particularly throat-closing young woman smiled frankly up at them.  “Uh, I think you should hear this…” he stalled out again, distracted.
 
   “Get on with it, Sergeant,” Androssan said patiently, hoping his pocked, half-bald, right-hand man wouldn’t start smiling at them.  That’d scare those smiles right off their pretty faces.
 
   “Right.  Well, I just came from up the road and saw something you’re not going to believe…”
 
   “I’m waiting.”
 
   “YES.  Yes.  You know how we were worried about those deer from Cyrrh not being the best thing to try and torching ride into battle?  Well, I came out of the Foxlord’s tent and found my eyeballs on a scene right out of a quart of gin.  Here was one of those big flaming deer, a burning buck with a set of burning antlers you could fit two of these women in, staring down one of the Ram’s Warwolves.   Not one torching sign of fear, Sir.”
 
   Androssan spared him a glance.  He was a little worried about how his collection of exotic wildlife was going to survive each other long enough to reach the battlefield, crowded together as they were in camp.  
 
   “Sir, that buck torching lowered his antlers and burning moved that wolf right off the road.  Backed him the ash right up—wolf as big as he was, almost.  I was standing there with my mouth open and the Foxlord laughed and said ‘they aren’t afraid of too much outside of Cyrrh.  The only time you’ll have to worry about them bolting is with the dragons, and no animal will stand then.’  Ash, it was like he’d been reading our minds.”
 
   Androssan looked at him thoughtfully.  That was very interesting, for several reasons.  Glad as he was to hear of the probability of peaceful camp coexistence…he now had a new worry.  What was he going to do when the whole right wing folded in front of a dragon assault?  In fact, what was he going to do about a dragon assault, period?
 
   It took all day for the thousands of Aerach refugees to file cheerfully over the bridge, even though there were three more in usage upstream and another downstream, all day that Androssan had to stare out over the bleak coming battlefield to the south.  Secretly, he wished with all his heart that he’d been able to accompany Rach Kyr.  Inactivity was a torture matched only by lack of intel, and to be able to be out there, out front, to know when and where and how many the Enemy were…he’d give up a whole week of Aerach beauties for that.  
 
   Kyr scanned the empty plains south of the Daroe with an eye so used to the activity that it was literally an unconscious act.  Every Rach did it without thinking, everywhere, regardless of what they were doing.  And here, there was none of the fierce glare off the Sheel, a luxury they usually only had during the few cloudy weeks of the rainy season.
 
   His busy mind raced here and there, aware of every move, every jangling bit, every hoof thud of the quiet men around him.  The air was heavy in the Empire, rank now with the smell of mud, and his nostrils flared in the attempt to get beyond the clogging scent.  The wind was at their back and would carry news of their presence straight to the Tarq, but it couldn’t be helped.  It wasn’t like they weren’t expecting the Rach to be ahead of them somewhere, anyway.  
 
   He was planning strategies, weighing the leaders and men of the Realms behind him, considering the Tarq ahead of them.  Raemon was dead, was he?  Weakened at least?  Out of the picture, Traive and Banion had thought.  He doubted that would change the Enemy’s fighting style much…but it certainly might change the outcome of battle.  All of those that fought them knew of that odd, disassociated look that some of the Tarq carried in their blank, brilliant eyes.  And he was not the only one who thought it numbed them from the instinctive self-protection of a normal warrior.  Sometimes they didn’t even try and defend themselves, and if that was gone…
 
   How wide a front would they adopt?  Kinn was right—their numbers were going to be immense, but it would be better for the morale of the North if they didn’t stretch from horizon to horizon.  That was another reason the Aerach front line needed to lie just forward of the North’s.  Not only would it prevent the Tarq from having a chance to regroup, which they would if they destroyed the Rach at the Ramparts, but it would give the unseasoned Imperials a chance to get used to the idea of what they were about to face.  Those few moments of shocked inaction could be deadly to the first line.
 
   Kinn…his mind lingered briefly on that unprecedented visit.  A Dra had not been in the Ramparts since Keiryn and Kormaine parted the Band and the one Became Outcast forever.  It made Kai unique among the Drae of history, bold and unconventional and fearless of the past, to send him, and Kyr grinned in savage approval.  These were not the times for simpering, timid men.
 
   But…the arrival of the Dra, in the deep of night, brought back that other memory, too…that visit that had changed a hundred things.
 
   He had awoken suddenly, from instinct and with the wariness of men who never sleep deeply for fear they will never awake.  There had been no sound, only the ghostly image, outlined by the moonlight glimmering through his open window.  Her long hair had blown slightly in the night breeze, her Aerach shift outlining with breathless beauty the figure of a woman.
 
   He had known it was no mortal woman, though, as soon as she’d spoken.
 
   “Thy path is girt with great adversity, Rach,” she’d said, and his breath had caught in his throat.  He’d slipped instantly out of bed, the coolness of the flagstones seeping through his leathers as he knelt.
 
   “Sword,” he breathed reverently.
 
   “Rise,” she’d said, the hint of a frown in the rich voice.  “There is only One to whom thou shouldst kneel.  I am but a woman.”
 
   “Nay, Sword, you do not come to me as a woman, but as a messenger of His.  To that I bend my knee.” But he had dared to look up at her, and in the ghostly light saw that it was she, the only Rach amongst all the Swords, the Tendress herself.
 
   “Then hearken closely, for much is asked of thee.”
 
   “Anything, to my very people, is yours,” he’d said, still stunned at the magnitude of the honor being paid him.
 
   “It is to thy people that thou must cling,” she’d said soberly, obscurely.
 
   Confused, he’d answered slowly, “Surely you do not doubt my allegiance to my people?  I would never leave them.”
 
   “Heard and witnessed,” she’d said gravely.  “Thou must be with the force of the Wings in the long days to come, for thy heart is their heart, thy blood their own, and nothing must sway thee from thy place at their head.”
 
   He’d lain awake in consternation for hours after she’d gone, the room full of her mystical scent and the silver rays of the watching moon.  Did she doubt his courage, his resolve, his devotion to his people?  Was she sent to strengthen him?  What lay ahead that was such a trial?  That would warrant such a visit as had not occurred in generations beyond telling?  A Sword of Light!
 
   And then, he’d barely gotten to sleep when he was being woken with the dreadful, gut-wrenching news that she’d been taken.  That his heart had been torn from him—not heading back to safety in her icy Empire, as he knew she eventually must, but snatched by the foul hands of the Tarq.
 
   And he, he was trapped.  Trapped by an oath as binding as honor, imprisoned behind the sandstone bars of the Hilt while the fairest, finest, most precious thing in the world to him was submitted to the fetid filth of Raemon’s scourge.  
 
   Suddenly, his torturous memories were brushed aside, mind instantly back in the present.  His hand snapped up and he felt the rush of air as his standard dipped in such quick response to his command that it looked as if both had happened simultaneously.  There was a whoosh of sound and air as fifty cyclones softly hit the dirt in unison, the men pulling the horses down beside them, then nothing.  There was no sound.  Far overhead the faint outline of an eagle could be seen soaring on the hunt, but otherwise the world seemed emptied of motion.
 
   Kyr set off on his belly for the nearest rise of ground several yards away, hearing the faint scurrying of his ’Tip close behind him.  They arranged themselves behind the mound, Kyr reaching back for the looking glass tube.  Kurim’s eyes were so alight with suppressed excitement that Kyr grinned at him and ruffled the short-cropped black hair.  He knew just how the boy felt; how Il loved them, that they should be alive at such a time as this!
 
   His eye had caught the dark blur of movement far out on the horizon, arrested more by the wrongness of its being there than any recognition of its source.  Now, with the glass, he confirmed by sight what his instincts had already told him.  It was fairly effortless; they weren’t making labored efforts at secrecy—would have been a waste of time anyway with nothing but broad, windswept plains to hide that massive swarm of men in.  He would have preferred a good couple hours’ worth of observation, but that pleasure would have to wait.  In a scant few minutes, he was running, crouched, back to the men and horses, signaling them up as he ran.  He sprang on Inferno as the horse was half risen, so that it looked like they rose together from the muddy ground.  The men parted behind him and he sent the stallion down through the utterly silent ranks, urging him into a ground-eating canter that would halve their return time to a day or so.  
 
   Still, he sent bright-eyed Kurim on ahead.  The Northerners would need all the time they could get.  The Tarq had not been far behind them, he brooded as he rode, the thundering of hooves in the muting mud sounding out a thudding rhythm to his thoughts.  Barely in time had they left the Ramparts; everything seemed to have happened barely in time…a wondrous coincidence if you believed in nothing but chance.  
 
   Androssan was waiting anxiously for them, middle of the night or not.  It was down-pouring with Imperial single-mindedness out, so the General reluctantly gathered everyone in the command tent.  He’d much rather have met them in the open.  On the other side of the bridge.  Sheelfire, half way to the Ramparts, if the truth was told.  For the hundredth time he mastered the urge to stand and pace, the tension rising unbearably as minutes ticked by.  The tent smelled overpoweringly of Merranic—body odor and wet fur, with overtones of sheep from the Ram Captain and the odd, wild smell of the Cyrrhideans.  The Rach, despite being right off the hot griddle of the Sheel and savages to boot, were meticulously clean.  The frigid Daroe was filled daily with their splashing, half-naked brown bodies.
 
   Androssan’s eyes drifted over the Shagreens, wondering what it was that made them seem so fierce.  Their eyes?  That intense, athletic energy?  That fellow in the corner even had a spotted panther skin over his shoulders—which didn’t do much to dispel the air of barbarism that clung to them.
 
   As his eyes pored calculatingly over them, the muttering of military brain-storming in the background, they rose abruptly to their feet.  The tent went quiet in surprise, wondering what they were up to; some of them had been mid-sentence in conversation.  Then over the drumming rain, they all heard it—shouts and the pounding of hooves over the Terring.  It was only moments before the tent flap was thrown open.  Waylan may have tried to make an announcement, but it was drowned out by a thunderous cry of:
 
   “RACH KYR!”
 
   Eight Shagreens sank instantly to a knee as Kyr strode in, filthy and soaked and with his eyes flashing like black gold in his mud-spattered face.  The rest of them started violently, the Councilmen grabbing their tables—or chests—and the Merranics rumbling something approving.  
 
   “They come,” Kyr said, eyes blazing.  “Probably four, five days at the most on our tail.”  The tent was breathless, every eye glued to that young face.  There were no greetings, no niceties, no comments on the weather.  
 
   “I think it best,” he continued, without a pause to let that horrible announcement sink in, “if the Wings fly about a half day out to meet them.  It will give us more maneuvering room than if we stay backed up against the river, the ground is less treacherous, and it allows the river to serve as another, separate defense.”
 
   Nobody said a word.  Androssan, though he mentally sketched out military tactics in the face of oncoming danger for a living, would still have liked just a moment to absorb some of this.  “We have not spoken of when to destroy the bridges …” he said instead.  
 
   For a long moment Kyr looked gravely at him, until Androssan began to feel an edgy wariness creep across his shoulders.  
 
     “We need to move our front line out by a league or so,” the Rach finally said.  Surprised murmurings circled round the tent, both at the distance and the sudden change of plans.  “We do not want this force to get a foothold on any land north of the Daroe.”  
 
   “That’s a better plan anyway!” Alaunus said staunchly.  Merranics were aghast at the idea of sitting and waiting for the Enemy to come to them, far preferring a nice, thundering charge to make their intentions clear.  Their voices drowned out the others in the tent as several people began arguing the wisdom of this and the drain on logistical support it would entail.  Thoughtfully, Kyr’s eye settled on the loudest, hairiest section of the chaos.  
 
   “How much of that powder is there?” he asked, and the discussion quieted.
 
   Alaunus half-turned his bulk, “Steelmists?” he muttered gruffly.
 
   The Jarl Banion said promptly, “Enough for every bridge in the Empire.  There’s more than enough for any bridge we want blown, from the Silver Hills to the Dragonspine.”
 
   “Get powder and teams dedicated solely to that task for every one of those bridges, just in case,” Kyr said, and anxious surprise crawled around the tent like a living, insidious force.  Every bridge?  That was over two hundred leagues of land, from the Eastern Outcropping of the Bitterns to the western bluffs at Cornton.
 
   “What did you see?” Kane asked quietly.  Silence fell, rich with trepidation. 
 
   “I will show you,” he said.  
 
   They left on disgruntled horses within the hour, the rain mixing with snow in the shivery light before dawn, and the muddy ridges of the road crackling with ice under the horses’ hooves.  It was only a select few of them, it being a testimony to Kyr’s charisma that he not only talked the Councilmen out of coming, but convinced them of the need to get to the safety of Eldoreth as quickly as possible.  All the Merranics of the warcouncil were there, Cyrrh’s Lord Regent and the Foxlord,  Dra Kai, Captain Toriah of the Ram, Androssan…and Lt. Waylan.  He had been the only other Imperial Kyr had allowed; a point he’d insisted on so firmly that it riled up both irritation and uneasiness in Androssan’s gullet.  Imperial Generals did not go trotting around the Empire without aides (much as he’d secretly desired it a couple times), and, what—did the Rach think them so soft-bellied that they’d faint in fear at the sight of their Enemy?
 
   Androssan was not in a good humor as they set out.  It was a long ride to the eastern edge of the battlefield, where the Silver Hills rose from their odd, pale beauty into a formidable and conveniently defensible mountain.  The side facing south, even more redoubtable, was almost sheer, with an enormous overhang that looked from a distance like it was ready to drop off at any moment.  It was in sight for quite a while until they crossed over the last bridge, ingeniously hinged so Merranic ships could pass upstream.  Then they were climbing into the foothills and beside him, Waylan was in a state of barely appropriate delight.  When Androssan had objected to having not a single Imperial to accompany him, Kyr had relented only when the lieutenant had quietly offered his services.  They’d stared at each for a minute, Kyr’s white teeth gleaming in a grin out of his dirty brown face.
 
   “Waylan,” he said gravely, eyes twinkling.
 
   Waylan, manfully trying to keep discipline in the face of that infectious smile, said formally, “My Lord Rach.”
 
   “You’re on duty,” Kyr had said, voice rich with unlaughed laughter.
 
   “Yes, my Lord Rach,” the lieutenant struggled, freckled face red with the effort of maintaining his bearing.
 
   Androssan urged his horse faster.  It was half-Aerach, him being a General and all, and he’d never imagined anything that could best it…but the nimble stallions of the Rach, Kyr and his messenger, were drawing steadily ahead as the trail steepened.  It seemed to take a long time, that slipping, jarring, clawing up the side of the Prow (what else would a Merranic call such a mountain?), every minute of it filled with imaginings of the sight at the top.  Or, in Androssan’s case, every other minute—he alternated with sour reflections on the injury to his pride.  
 
   There was quite a flat, clear, open space when they finally came out on top, the mountain rising up behind them another 100 yards or so into the air, but the view wide open in front of them.  Kyr was waiting quietly—he’d been there several minutes already.  Once the Merranic horses had come laboring into view, he gave them all a meaningful look and led the way out on the exposed ledge.
 
   It was plenty wide enough for them all; in fact, a whole troop of Ashbows could fit easily up there.  It was such an obvious vantage point that Androssan’s mind began instantly churning on how they could use it, and it took him a second to realize what he was seeing spread out below him.
 
   The light was fading fast, slanting weakly through sodden clouds, but it was still strong enough to see clearly the numbers of Enemy before them.  Even through the spyglass, they were far too distant to make out individuals, but in a way that made the vision even more alarming…that the space of leagues could not soften the impact of that massive force bearing down on them.  They were not making any attempt to camouflage themselves…indeed, Androssan thought numbly, why would they?  From the Eastern seacoast all the way across the world until the curve of the horizon hid them from view, they swarmed like black ants, a seething carpet of tiny movements and taunting, triumphant numbers.  Stretching out of sight to the south that had spawned them, like some vast, endless flood of malevolent insects, they had come.  The Enemy had come, down through generations, through Ages, through legends, through all the denials and scoffings the North could muster, and now they were here.
 
   The other Realms’ leaders were talking, subdued and gruff, but Androssan didn’t join in.  What did it matter?  Now he realized why Kyr had been so adamant about limiting the viewing.  Now he realized why the Rach had been so strangely unimpressed with the enormous numbers of his allies amassed and waiting for him.
 
   They stood there for a long time, watching the Enemy Army crawl forward.  They watched as it paused, halted, stirred around making camp.  They watched as a thousand thousand campfires blossomed out on the night-dark plain, too numerous to count, too distant at their edge to even fully see.
 
   And when they finally turned their horses back down the slippery trail and hurried back to headquarters, Androssan barely noticed the driving sleet in his face.  For he had realized something else as the shock and the horror wore off…they could not win this war.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 40
 
    

   “So, I said—real gentle, so I didn’t scare them—well, flames, I’d hate for you to get your robes dirty,” Spere said, so furious he was polite.  “And do you know what they said?”
 
   “What?” Androssan asked absently, regretting that it had been Spere that had had the duty of sending off the Councilmen, but rather busy with his concern about the survival of the Empire just at the moment.
 
   “They said, ‘We all must make our sacrifices for the Empire!!!!!’  Smoking ash!”  His Point threw up his hands.  “So that’s what happened to our best wagons, General, if you’re wondering,” he said, so abruptly courteous after his outburst that it made one suspicious of his sanity.
 
   “I wasn’t,” Androssan told him, sparing a glance at the outrage on the other side of his desk.  “Find some other way, then, just get that firewood to the 28th.  With this cold snap, we’re going to be losing men if they don’t have fires.”  We’re going to be losing them anyway in a day or so, that still-appalled part of him interjected.
 
   “We’re also going to be losing Rach, soon, if we don’t take torching steps to stop it,” Spere noted, eyes fixed grimly on a spot in the tent wall just over the General’s head and making no move to get on about his business.
 
   Androssan sighed, giving him his reluctant attention.  “Now what?”
 
   “Well, Sir,” the sergeant said, still dangerously polite, “It’s their horses.”
 
   “What about them?”  Where in the world was this going?
 
   “Seems, Sir, the Cav are nervous about their mares.”  He was almost grinding the words out, face fixed in a rictus grin.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Androssan was beginning to get impatient.  Spere rarely bothered him with nonsense, so there was obviously something of import here somewhere…
 
   “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, Sir,” he continued, in a voice that said he could care less about the current topic, “but apparently those are all stallions on the other side of the Daroe.  Untethered stallions.”  He cocked his head, a glaringly insincere smile marring his features.  “The Cav are convinced those lusty little desert devils will be jumping the river any minute now to get to their sweet little mares—”
 
   “Spere, are you jesting with me?  The Enemy could be upon us as early as tomorrow.  Those mares, the whole cavalry, could be dead, tomorrow.  Talk some sense into them, will you?”
 
   His Point Sergeant looked deeply put upon.  “Burning cinders, General, they’re officers,” he said, pained.  “They’re talking about marching over there and demanding the Rach tie up those stallions—or doing it themselves if the Rach won’t listen.  I thought you ought to know.”
 
   Great.  Had it escaped everyone’s attention that they were fighting a war here?  After almost two decades of wargaming, Androssan was beginning to think these sorts of things were the way some soldiers dealt with stress.  Resigned, he stood and followed Spere out of the tent.  He wasn’t really all that worried about offending the Rach—Waylan had already alerted him to several situations that made it clear that was almost impossible.  But he’d seen some of those stallions first thing in the morning, even with their own riders.  And that big red of Kyr’s was the meanest of the bunch—his officers went over there rolling up their sleeves with thoughts of securing them, they were likely to come back on stretchers.
 
   Stumping towards Fulton’s, the Cav Commander’s, tent, he saw a strange, misfit collection of people gathered in a little knot up the road, their union briefly punctuated by a flash and sharp little explosion.  They backed up, by all indications delighted, and he made out the looming Jarl, Steelmists, with those two youngsters…that had never been satisfactorily explained to him, come to think of it.  How had such a motley collection of personnel and Realms ended up in the ’Shard, rescuing the Queen?  Though it did not bother him near as much as the thought of that Merranic fooling around with that powder.
 
   Down the road, Rodge said, “Chemical,” playing with his lower lip.  “Definitely a chemical reaction.”
 
   “Who cares?  It was great—let’s do it again,” Loren urged.  Banion, who had caught the frown on the face of the Commanding General of the Imperial Armies, said hastily, “Once is enough.  Don’t want to waste it.  Might need it.”  He closed the oilskin bag as tight as he could against the rain—it was high-maintenance as a woman, this powder.
 
   Loren sighed in disappointment, but Rodge said, continuing their previous conversation, “So, what else did you see from the Prow?”
 
   Banion beamed, turning to gaze affectionately down the length of the Empire to where you could just see the Prow as a bump on the horizon.  “There’s plenty,” he rumbled in satisfaction.  The boys looked at each other.
 
   “Plenty of what?” they asked almost in unison.
 
   “Enemy…” he rolled out smoothly, like a man savoring a swallow of fine wine.
 
   Rodge rolled his eyes.  “Oh, good.  I was worried.  After we went to all that trouble to stir the Sheelshard up, it would have been a shame if they didn’t come to the party.”
 
   “Melkin’s still not back,” Loren noted, looking a totally different direction, back over the dirty white canvas town all around them.
 
   “And he said he’d be back in time for the war,” Rodge said, affecting a girl’s singsong pout.  “Let me see, Banion.”
 
   The Knight had pulled out his famous Merranic looking glass—famous because the Northerners couldn’t believe Merrani had figured such a thing out before they had—and was gazing intently at the distant mountain.  He took his eye away and handed it absently to Rodge, muttering, “Seems like there should be something we could use that ledge halfway up for…too far up for anything accurate, I guess…could just let archers rain down arrow fire…”
 
   “Why don’t you bring it down?”  Rodge asked, squinting mightily while his one eye roved.
 
   Banion went still, the hand stroking his beard stopping mid-pet.  Slowly, he pivoted to look at Rodge.  “What?” he said quietly.
 
   Rodge dropped the glass, making strange faces as his eyes re-adjusted.  “Why don’t you bring that big chunk of rock suspended off the front of the cliff down, preferably on the Enemy?”
 
   “How?” Banion said, small eyes bright as a ferret’s with its tail curled around its face.
 
   Rodge gestured at the bag of powder at Banion’s overworked belt.  “With that.  An explosion at just the right place up on top and that thing should shear off like a piece of flint—see how narrow the neck is that holds it on?”  He offered the glass back and Banion grabbed it.  
 
   “Can you do that?” Banion asked hurriedly.
 
   “Me?” Rodge said in surprise.  “No, you’d need…well, first you’d need a surveyor so you knew just where to dig the powder in—”
 
   “Got one,” Banion beamed.  Rodge raised his beetle brows.  “It’s the Imperial Army,” Banion waved a hand at the sea of tents.  “They have one of everything.”
 
   “Yeah, but I have no idea how much to use or…” Banion had put one gigantic arm, roughly the size of a six-year old child, across his skinny shoulders and was shepherding him encouragingly towards the tents, head bent attentively.
 
   “Wait, I’m in on this,” Loren chortled and trotted after them.
 
   Ari woke suddenly, heart pounding, the stench of burning flesh in his nostrils and his mind’s eye brimming with the sight of the dead and dying.
 
   “It’s just a dream,” the Empress said sleepily from a few feet away, but she rose to a sitting position, too.  They slept and got up whenever they wished, since there was no way to gauge time.
 
   “I was back in the Hall,” he said huskily, the vivid images fading only slowly from his consciousness.  The smoky torch, planted firmly in the ground next to him, lit her face with eerie yellow light, but even it couldn’t erase the tranquility glowing off of it.  They had no way to relight a torch, so they kept one burning all the time, despite the fact that the stock piles of replacements were now few and far between.  They were all very, very dry, as if they had been collected uncounted years ago.
 
   Ari didn’t mind the light—it warded of the increasingly oppressive leagues of passageway—except for times like this, when the smell of smoke and the greasy flames brought back memories he’d rather let stay dormant.
 
   They rose and picked up their few burdens without having to discuss it, munching on raw potatoes.  They almost always walked as they ate, driven by the urge to cover as much ground as quickly as possible and certainly not hindered by the requirements of preparing a meal.  Ari had no idea how many leagues they had already covered, but his chest wound had scabbed over and was almost completely healed, and the stab he’d taken to the arm was closing quickly.
 
   The worst part was, they didn’t know how far they still had to go…and Ari had only the vaguest idea of what they were going to do when they got there.  “What are we looking for?” he asked, stewing over this.  She’d been as vague as Rheine about the next step of this mad plan.  So surprising.  Did Illians take a vow of uncommunicativeness?  He couldn’t believe they’d gotten as far as they had.  Couldn’t believe any of the northerners had made it, let alone all of them plus the Queen of the North and half a Rach.
 
   “I’m not sure,” she admitted around the crunching of potato.  “We’ll know when we see it.”
 
   He sighed.  He had successfully surmounted disbelief and was now on to dim uneasiness.  It was as if habit was forcing him to ask—he wasn’t sure he cared.  The Sureness swam like a blissful bubble just beneath the surface of his mind.  If he died here, well, he would die with the memory of that Great Presence indelibly etched into his soul…and with the woman he wanted to be with right beside him.
 
   “Why did you stow away on that raft on the Kendrick?” he asked slowly.  She offered him a shriveled apple and he took it, heart jumping when their fingers brushed.
 
   He could hear her munching.  Finally swallowing, she said, “When Rheine found out about you in Swamp Town, we decided someone should keep an eye on you.  I volunteered myself,” she shrugged, casting a winsome smile up at him, “We were going the same place anyway.  I was right behind the mercs that ambushed you and the boys at the University…fortunately, Kai was there ahead of them.”
 
   Ari stiffened.  “You knew him before?” he asked casually.
 
   “Who, Kai?”  She was rummaging over her shoulder in one of the sagging food bags.  “No, I met him with the rest of you.”
 
   “So, he didn’t know who you were?” Ari pressed.  It would be nice if there were a past history there, something to explain the intense looks they seemed to always be exchanging.
 
   “No…though…he may have guessed it.  He’s an extraordinary Dra.”
 
   “Yeah, everyone seems to think so,” Ari said a little touchily.
 
   “He is.  Very extroverted.”
 
   Extroverted?  Kai?
 
   “Very concerned about the Realms…I wouldn’t be surprised if he has a major role yet to play in this battle shaping up.”
 
   
  
 


Well, that was sobering.  He thought a little guiltily and without so much jealousy of the steel-scarred arms and torso of the man he’d thought of as a friend for months now.  “You think they’ll make it in time to warn everyone?”
 
   “Yes,” she said immediately.  “That was why they were with you, so that they would be there to learn of the Enemy’s plans.”
 
   She didn’t even have to say it:  that was the way Il worked.  
 
   They walked on through the unchanging passageways, very regular now, even the walls smoothed.  There hadn’t been an intersecting passage since that first day, and they were so numbed by the monotony that they almost walked right by it.  No opening, no outcropping, no recess, nothing marked it as any different from all the endless rock walls they’d been staring at forever.  If Selah had had her face turned away or wasn’t paying attention, they would never have caught it, but as it was, she came to a stop.  Ari slowed, looking over at her curiously.  Brows knitting, she backed up, staring at the wall.  She walked back and forth in front of it twice.  Nothing.  She motioned to him, and Ari obediently passed in front of the same stretch.
 
   Immediately, the red light flashed into his eyes.  They looked at each other, awed at how close they’d been to walking right by it. 
 
   “Is this it?” he asked.  He didn’t even know what ‘it’ was, he just knew they’d come within a hair’s breadth of missing it.  In the wall, the typical seamless door was slowly sliding open, letting out some very stale-smelling air.
 
   “Let’s find out,” she answered quietly, and slipped in ahead of him before he could stop her.  As soon as she passed through the aperture, dim lighting appeared.  Close on her heels, Ari swiveled his head nervously, looking for the source.  There were no lamps, no torches…it seemed to come from a couple of spots on the ceiling, but there were no protrusions or indications of what was making it.  
 
   It wasn’t a big room.  Some smooth, black material, like night seen through glass, blocked off the three sides of the room facing them, while the wall the door had been set in was just normal rock.  Selah, looking around, was scanning the rock wall just to their left when a disembodied voice suddenly said sternly:
 
   “Who is there and what do you do in these chambers?”
 
   Ari jumped, head swinging around on his neck.  Selah turned very slowly, a look of wonder on her face—not to be confused with pleasure—as she gazed searchingly at the black floor-to-ceiling modules.
 
   “It is I, Karmine,” she said slowly, “a servant of Il.”
 
   “ILLIAN WITCH!” another voice roared suddenly, with overtones so characteristic of Merrani that if Ari hadn’t been so nervous he would have laughed.  It was like Banion was in the room.
 
   “What are you doing here?” yet another voice said, this one with an odd, soft accent.  Selah was walking into the space in the center of the modules now, head bent as if she could see through them at something on the floor.  Since there was still no sign of anybody, just these voices rattling off his eardrums, Ari moved warily to see what she was looking at.
 
   “We have felt the disturbance of Raemon’s quarters,” the original voice said, a crisp, powerful voice used to command, “but there was more destruction than I would have thought possible if you have come all this way into the Sheel.”
 
   “I have come seeking you,” Selah said, voice soft as velvet, strong as steel, full of meaning that Ari didn’t even understand.  He drew even with her and saw, looking down, that there was a sign plate at about the level of his knees in the dark glass.  The letters were strange, oddly formed and barely recognizable, but he thought it said, Christopher Merrick.
 
   Was it code?  There was a light growing in Selah’s eyes, the strong, stirring light he knew from the Hall of Sacrifices.  Had the words meant something to her?  She moved away, and he glanced into the module directly opposite the door.  Sure enough, another sign, after a second’s effort, revealed the words, Paul La Chald.  Ari paused, suddenly aware of the heavy beating of his heart, of the stillness of the room, of Selah beginning to speak a yard or so away.  A suspicion—an impossible thought—was occurring to him.  It had to be coincidence.
 
   “We care nothing for what you wish,” the angry voice that sounded like Banion sneered, and Ari, hyper-alert, noticed a red light flash in the next module along the right wall.  Slowly, because he wasn’t sure he wanted to know, he moved over to read the small sign there at the same level as the others…and felt the world spin unsteadily under his feet.
 
   Pietr van Goth.
 
    He took several deep breaths.  He had no idea what all this meant, but he felt to the bottom of his toes that it wasn’t good.  Even more hesitantly, only listening with half an ear to the conversation filling the room, he moved to the last of the black modules.
 
   “I am not here of my own will, but of Another’s,” he heard Selah saying dimly, and the loud, scathing answer, “We care nothing for your god, either, witch.  We’ve heard that tired old story before—the tune hasn’t changed and he’s no more real here than he was before.”
 
   “Real?” Selah said in wonder, “Il is not real?  Like, you mean, you are real?”
 
   There was silence for a second, and Ari reached the last sign.  And he read it.  And then he began to wish he was anywhere but here and dread settled like a great weight in his chest and Rheine’s words began to make a little more sense.  The sign spelled out Raymond Paran.
 
   “No god is real,” the voice belonging to Vangoth said, at the same time that the light, accented voice said rather defensively, “We did not make ourselves gods.”
 
   “You have no right to be here, no need of this knowledge, and no prerogative to question us,” the clipped voice overpowered the other two.  “I suggest you leave.  You might find tangible gods more of a challenge than the one you’ve made up,” he said dryly.
 
   “So you DO consider yourselves gods—after giving such lip service to the idea that no such thing exists,” Selah challenged.  “You claim to be the very thing you have despised, the concept that you took so much trouble to make sure did not survive the Upheaval…”
 
   Ari was sure there was surprise in the sudden silence that followed.  Or maybe it was just him.  What was she talking about?
 
   “They made us gods!” the soft voice said in objection.  “We didn’t choose it.  We were just here to help them.”
 
   “Be quiet, Paul,” the stern voice snapped.  “None of this concerns her.”
 
   “Well, if you are not gods,” Selah demanded silkily, “who are you to make decisions about others’ lives for them?  Who put you in charge of determining the best course for all mankind—silencing, eliminating, destroying those who threaten your vision?”
 
   There was an uproar at that, all three speaking at once so loudly that Ari couldn’t make out any of it.
 
   “We have done nothing but help people!” was the last, rather plaintive statement once all the hubbub died down.
 
   Selah, pacing slowly, said seriously, “Were there not once other peoples…different peoples…that are no more?  Peoples of dark skin—darker than Tarq—and those with ‘almond-shaped’ eyes…?  They didn’t survive the Upheaval very well, did they?”
 
   “You don’t understand!”  It was that soft voice again, shrill now.  “There was nothing but contention in the old world, an ignorant focusing on differences instead of what makes all mankind the same.  We sought only for peace…!”
 
   “Didn’t work out very well, did it?” Selah remarked.
 
   But then the brisk, commanding voice—he had to be Northerner—said quietly, “There’s no way you could know about that.”
 
   Selah stopped pacing, turning slowly to face the modules.  “There is a way.  It was buried, the whole story, in great detail, 3000 years ago.  By a man named Matt.”
 
   “NO--!” a shocked, breathless whisper fell into the sudden silence.
 
   “I told you we should never have trusted him!” Vangoth’s voice was furious.
 
   “We didn’t,” the voice that had to belong to Marek said wearily.  “But apparently we didn’t fire him soon enough.  As for the decision of who to save…we had limited space…we had to choose only those who had the best chance of surviving, and sociopolitical considerations had to be weighed if there was going to be success…you cannot possibly understand these things.”
 
   “No, not possibly,” Selah agreed with deceptive mildness.  “I only understand that you are men, playing around with a power that is not yours, sentencing others to your whims and follies and rendering them helpless—or worse—with your shoddy displays of trickery.”
 
   Ari glanced over at her, shocked.  He’d never heard anything so insulting come out of her mouth.
 
   “We are not just men!” Vangoth bellowed peevishly.  “We have knowledge and intelligence far beyond that of any of the peoples in the Realms!”
 
   Marek’s powerful, cold voice said haughtily, “These are not ‘displays of trickery.’  If you are in doubt of our real power, I suggest you grab onto a Triele and attempt an argument.”
 
   Ari felt anger, disgust, revulsion, stir in his guts at that statement, his awe fading with the memory of the Followers vanishing into ash.  Men?  Was he hearing this right?  Who were they…to do such things to people?
 
     “That is nothing more than the Prime Mage telling a child of six that he is a god because he can use a sextant,” Selah’s voice rang out into the chamber.  “I understand well what this “power” of yours is.”
 
   “Do you?” Vangoth sneered emphatically into the incredulous gap that followed that statement.  “You understand Tri-elevated Digital Electroencephalographic Technology?  Is that right?  I’d like you to explain to me—”
 
   “I do not claim to understand the details of your knowledge,” Selah broke in, “I only claim that it is an artificial power.  And I charge you with its abuse, with the irresponsible use of a capability that should’ve been used only to help people.”
 
   “The Realms exist only because of us!” Marek snapped.
 
   “You have no idea what you are talking about!” the voice that Ari, resigned, had realized must be Laschald’s, announced spiritedly.  “We have made this world a wonder, filled it with amazing creatures and insured survival of a people that would have been absolutely helpless—nay, nonexistent—without us!  Our powers are so far beyond what you can imagine…you have no right to censure us!”
 
   “If you are so powerful,” Selah said wryly, “then explain a few mysteries of your creations to me.  For instance, why is it that something as complicated as a gryphon thrives and flourishes in nature while you cannot get a unicorn, nothing but a horse with a horn stuck on its forehead, to last long enough to reproduce?”
 
   Nobody answered.  Ari frowned in puzzlement.
 
   “That’s still a challenge before me,” Laschald admitted evenly.
 
   “It’s been a ‘challenge’ for 3000 years.”
 
   “The success of the centaurs is convincing enough argument of our superiority,” he returned quickly.
 
   “As are, no doubt, the Red-Breasted Gorillas,” she said archly.
 
   “My purpose there was to add man’s genes back to his closest cousins, so that he can see how similar he is to them, to avoid that superiority that man had—” his words almost stumbled over themselves, he answered so quickly, but she cut him off.
 
   “And the result was the most vicious, blood-thirsty enemies your people have in the entire jungle!  And we won’t even talk about the Wolven,” she snapped, in a voice so close to angry that Ari raised his eyebrows in surprise.  “How many of your people have suffered and died from your ‘creations,’ from your playing around with things you don’t understand?!”
 
   “We never claimed to be perfect!” he shouted.
 
   “No, you only claimed to be gods.  And your people trusted you.  Why, why have you done nothing about Raemon?  All these centuries of warfare, of death and cruelty and despair, and YOU HAVE DONE NOTHING!”
 
   “It is not for you to criticize us!” Marek thundered in icy anger.  “We swore an oath not to interfere with each other—”
 
   “Which I see he kept up very well,” she said.  “You would kill your own innocent people when it serves your designs, but let your brother rampage out of control across the Realms, wreaking destruction wherever he will, the very root of all the ‘unrest’ this world knows…so that you can sit back and say self-righteously that you have kept a promise already broken.”  Her nostrils were flaring, her eyes sparking with that strange light.  Ari backed away nervously, but it caught her eye, and she beckoned him over.
 
   She pointed to the rock wall behind her, and understanding what she wanted, he walked over to it, pacing slowly by it.  Sure enough, the red light flashed at eye level, temporarily blinding him.  He’d expected another door to open, but instead, out of the blank, unmarked wall, a desk or lectern or console came whirring slowly out at him.  It was slightly higher than his waist, with several completely incomprehensible markings and buttons and nodules on it.  He glanced over at Selah helplessly, but she was busy.
 
   “Will you not turn from this destruction?” she was asking, low and urgent.  “Make yourselves known, drop this foolhardy screen of pretentious power, and turn your efforts to truly helping those who are helpless.”
 
   “Be quiet, woman,” Vangoth growled.  “Your mewling grates on the ears like steel on slate.  You are not going to change 3000 years of history, and you know nothing of what you accuse us of.  The bonds between the gods are stronger than you could ever conceive—and we don’t kill innocents.”  He rattled off that last in an irritated voice.
 
   “Indeed, the limits you have placed on each other’s powers have to be strong…or Raemon would not have hesitated to destroy you all long ago.”  Ari could almost feel the air bristle with antagonism, but before there could be any rejoinders, she continued in that rich, strong voice, like the pure, cold, paralyzing wind off the White Wilds, “and if you do not kill innocents, how do you explain the death of the First Mage?”
 
   “Raemon was using him—that’s none of your affair!” Vangoth snarled savagely.
 
   “It is my affair, for it was I that destroyed the triele whose spell he lay under, and so I know he was clean when you decided he’d gone too far.  Why do you cling to this web of lies?  He had to be eliminated for several reasons, didn’t he?” she demanded.  “In your random brutality, you decided that his discovery of the explosive powder was unacceptable—”
 
   “That would have changed the whole scale of war!  Would have brought about unimaginable suffering had it come into common use!”  A couple of them cut in on her.
 
   “Much better to let your peoples die by fire and torture at the hands of Raemon than allow them the chance to fight back!” she snapped.  “But, there was another reason he was inconvenient, wasn’t there?” her voice dropped, though anger still throbbed in a rich vein through it.  “Yours was not the only plan to succeed…and Perraneus saw more than lights from the stars in the night skies.”
 
   For a second the room was quiet as a tomb, then Marek said, rather sharply, “What?  You’ve never mentioned this, van Goth.”
 
   “It was nothing,” that voice almost spit.  “He imagined it.  We all know that they weren’t ready in time; there was no way they could ever have launched…but that’s irrelevant,” his voice swelled suddenly with fury.  “It is not the place of this sorceress to accuse us of anything!  You are nothing but an interfering nuisance—I don’t know how you silenced Raemon for half a millennia, or what you’ve done to him now, but you need to stop torching around with things that don’t concern you!  NOW, GET OUT!”
 
   While this last was going on, Selah, face set and eyes flashing, had turned quickly to the strange tableau sitting in front of Ari.  Her eyes scanned the tiny symbols inscribed next to each of the odd protuberances, her fingers skimming the surface.  They both slowed and came to a halt over a small lever near the bottom right.
 
   She looked at Ari meaningfully.  Gulping, he nodded.  He didn’t know what was going to happen when he flipped that switch, but he was so sickened at what he’d heard that he had no compunction about pulling it.
 
   She turned back to the modules.  “I will ask you once more.” Her firm voice filled the room, seemed to reverberate off the implacable black surfaces facing her.  “Repent of this evil, cast off the ways of dishonor and return to your people in honesty and compassion and service.”
 
   “If you think your malevolent tongue is going to somehow magically persuade us to stop nurturing and supporting the Realms, you are wasting everyone’s time.”  It was Marek, Vangoth making sounds reminiscent of choking fury in the background.  “There is nothing you can do that will in the slightest way affect us; now return  the way you came and leave things alone that are beyond your knowledge!”  He ended in a cold sneer, Vangoth still apoplectic at the edge of hearing.
 
   “I am not alone,” Selah said.  “Nor is the destruction of the Sheelshard so vast that it has reached all the way to the room of the gods.  I have brought someone with me.”
 
   Silence fell again, even from Vangoth, whether from curiosity or because they were reloading, Ari didn’t know.  
 
   “This is Ari,” Selah said, thunderously quiet.  “Son of Raemon.”
 
   Even forewarned by Rheine, the words made Ari’s skin crawl.  For a second, he fought the old wave of revulsion, newly supplemented by all his recent unwanted education in the subject.  The memory of the months’ worth of feeling tainted, of being overwhelmed at the filth that was the core of his being, swam before him, clouding his vision and making his fingers tremble over the console…and then the wave of self-loathing bounced off the bright anvil of grace, immutable as a forge made of Light, dissolving into nothing.
 
   A second of inarticulate comments filled the air, then Laschald said in disgust, “That man’s indecent lusts have brought us more trouble—”
 
   “Quiet!” Marek snapped.
 
   “There’s no way she can know…” Vangoth muttered, low and still angry.  
 
   “This is your last chance,” Selah said in a voice like a trumpet, but was interrupted by an icy Marek.
 
   “This is your last chance!  You are nothing but an arrogant, intruding, pathetic barbarian!  YOU HAVE NO CONTROL HERE!  We are so far removed from your puny, spiteful power that you cannot even conceive of it.  There is nothing you can do to us.  Now, for the last time, be gone!”  He ended with contemptuous malice, and somebody huffed in agreement in the background. 
 
   Selah, eyes blazing, turned to Ari.  He gulped and moved his finger over the little lever she’d designated.  Taking a deep breath, he flicked the switch.
 
   “No, don’t touch that,” Laschald said hurriedly.  “We’re not ready for the fourth level, yet—”
 
   The red light flashed one last time into Ari’s eyes, reading his bloodlines, then the voices went abruptly silent.  The signs faded behind the strange black glass.  The lights went out.
 
   For a split second, nothing else happened.  The quiet was so complete, Ari turned to look questioningly at Selah, illuminated now only by their greasy torchlight.  He blinked at the look on her face—not angry, not victorious, not vengeful or satisfied…just achingly, endlessly, vastly sad.  For the gods?  Or for the people they’d condemned to misery for all these centuries?
 
   His worry was cut abruptly short by a low rumbling.  The ground began to quiver under his feet, making him suddenly and acutely aware of all the leagues of rock and Sheel looming above them.  A very bad feeling crept into his bones.  Not again!  He and Selah glanced at each other, and without a word he grabbed her elbow and made a dash for the doorway.  The room literally caved in behind them as the sound rose in a crescendo of deafening roaring.  Almost, they made it through the doorway.  A rock the size of Banion’s fist plunged right onto Ari’s calf, bringing him to his knees with both the force and the rupturing pain.
 
   Selah hurriedly helped him up, stones and debris cascading around them, and they ran as fast as he could limp down the passage.   They didn’t talk—the noise was so overwhelming they couldn’t have heard anyway—and there was so much dust in the air, Ari could hardly breathe, let alone see Selah.  It was so sudden, all of it.  They’d run hardly three paces into this abruptly chaotic world when just ahead of them, the whole passageway seemed to collapse.  It was nothing but a wall of falling rock and choking dust and Ari frantically pulled Selah into his arms, crouching over her against one of the walls.
 
   He just had time to think, burying his nose in her thick, soft hair, that if he had to die, dying embracing her was surely the way to do it.  Then the air seemed to empty of oxygen and he couldn’t breathe, and he thought of nothing else.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 41
 
    
 
   In between Aerach scout reports, Androssan slipped away for a few hurried moments of relief.  The latrines were foul, even the officers’, but at least in the scant growth of shrubbery and saplings he had a few seconds of privacy to gather his scattered wits.  Sometime today they would make contact with the Enemy…at least the Rach would.  Kyr hoped they would be able to hold them off the front lines of the allied forces a full day or maybe two.  Secretly, the General didn’t think the Rach was as committed to the idea of his forces slowly falling back as the rest of the Realm leaders were.  In fact, when the talk had focused in on the plans of the Aerach cavalry, he’d gone so far as to say it out loud.  He’d rubbed his smooth brown chin ruefully—most of the Rach didn’t have any facial hair—and said, “Rach really don’t retreat very well…”
 
   “They’re YOUR men,” the Imperial cavalry officer had snapped.  “They should do whatever you tell them!”
 
   Kyr had sighed and said dryly, “You’d think it would work that way…”
 
   A rustling in the bushes directly ahead of him snapped his head up.  He peered into the undergrowth with no little interest, being in a rather vulnerable state.  After a second, he could make out four slender legs down where the shrubbery thinned:  a grazing deer or something.  Then it lifted its head, and for a moment Androssan looked right into its startled eyes.
 
   He froze, even his breathing suspended for that one fantastical moment.  It had been a long time since he’d been on a hunt…but he wasn’t sure that even if his family was starving and he had a clear shot that he could shoot this animal.
 
   It was small, an antelope, but with enormous horns that swept up in graceful black arcs from its forehead.  Its coat was pure, glossy white, black nose and eyes glistening moistly in the dawn.  In the foggy morning, with streamers of mist floating here and there through the small copse of trees, the creature was impossibly ethereal, so beautiful it was more dream than reality.
 
   They stared into each other’s surprised eyes for one breathless second, a moment of quivering, tensed uncertainty, those liquid dark eyes seeming to see right into his soul, pools of all the unknown wonder and fear and joy of life itself.
 
   Then, suddenly, it twisted aside and leapt, the tension too much to bear.  Soaring almost its own height off the ground, the antelope came like a flash of light full into vision before it disappeared.  Stripe of dove grey along its lower side…finer hairs of its underbelly making it somehow whiter even than its white coat…tiny, delicate, glossy black hooves, shining like onyx in the misty air…
 
   Androssan blinked several times. Slowly, he did up his lacings, heart still thudding with the shock of that vision of glowing white, that explosive escape, like a pheasant breaking from under your feet.  It must have wandered down out of the Silver Hills, he thought a little numbly.
 
   His mind was forced onto other matters as soon as he stepped out of the thin grove of trees.  Lt. Waylan was waiting for him, politely looking the opposite direction.
 
   “Morning, Sir,” he said crisply.  “Tent’s down and on its way.  The Lord Regent has left with the Cyrrhidean command but Rach Kyr is here.  He’s brought you an Aerach mount, Sir, for the campaign…”
 
   The General stepped out briskly, Waylan punctiliously at his elbow with his constant updates. “Give him my thanks, etc., etc…”  Androssan waved his big hand vaguely.  He strode down the rutted road with his characteristic bold stride—today especially it was necessary to look confident and in control.  Soldiers were sensitive to that sort of thing, and he was leaving the area.  These local troops needed that positive picture in their minds once he was gone.
 
   After their viewing of the other night—Androssan had found a nice, safe, quiet corner of  his mind where he could stick that memory so that it didn’t interfere with his daily tasks—the allied leaders had decided a more central location was needed for command.  Kamitan Way intersected the Daroe much closer to the Silver Hills than to the western flank…well, what they knew now was the western flank.  They’d not expected it to be quite such a…wide front.  Androssan pushed his panic back into its corner.
 
   They passed Merranic command, busy as bees in readiness—they would stay where they were, hopefully holding the left flank—and then Androssan was suddenly distracted by the view across the Daroe.
 
   He’d expected the Rach to be bustling with activity this morning, too.  They would ride in a few hours to intersect the forces of the Enemy; one would expect a sense of industry.  But there was almost utter stillness along that whole line.  The Rach were standing quietly, brushing their stallions as the sun tried to penetrate the gloomy mist, or a few of them sharpening last minute sabres.  But most of them were on a knee, facing the battlefield, naked blades held up in front of them.  Dozens and dozens all along the length of the Daroe were in this position of almost reverent, focused stillness.
 
   “What are they doing?” Androssan asked, interrupting Waylan.  His lieutenant was quiet for a few seconds.  He cleared his throat; there were some things he seemed reluctant to talk about with the Rach.
 
   “It’s a ritual, Sir,” he said.
 
   “I gathered,” Androssan answered dryly.
 
   “They call it the Sheening of the Blades, Sir, sort of a preparation for battle, a dedication of their steel to a fight of honor and justice …”
 
   “They chanting a charm over them?” Androssan asked as they passed a young man who even across the width of the misty Daroe could be seen faintly moving his lips.
 
   “Praying, Sir.”  He was definitely reluctant.  
 
   “To whom?” Androssan had thought the Rach were heathen savages.  Waylan hadn’t said anything about this.
 
   “Most of them are Illians, Sir.”
 
   “Illians?  That Addahite cult?  How’d it get down to the Sheel?”
 
   “Their oral tradition has it as coming through the Empress.”
 
   Androssan grunted.  They’d come to the frostless, bare, wide stretch of flattened earth where his tent and the big command tent had previously claimed the ground.  His horse was waiting, saddled and ready, for the ride west.  He was just about to put his foot into the stirrup when sudden shouting made him pause and turn to look back the way they’d come.
 
   There was some kind of uproar sweeping through the ranks of the preparing Rach.  Where mere seconds ago all had been motionless, concentrated stillness, now warriors were a buzz of excited action, men leaping to their feet.  Cries and shouts pierced the air and Kyr, across the river and headed to the bridge to cross to them, stopped and looked alertly down his line of men.  
 
   Growing waves of excitement and exclamations were washing down from the east—and then Androssan saw what was causing all the uproar.  His eyes widened with the recognition.
 
   “The White Gazelle!” Waylan breathed in almost rapturous surprise at his elbow.
 
   “What?” Androssan demanded sharply.  His lieutenant was staring, wide-eyed, with a strange, transfixed expression on his young face.  He struggled to get control of himself.
 
   “It’s…uh, it’s a legend, Sir, uh, a symbol to the Rach.  An icon, really…”  Both of their eyes were drawn across the river again—it was almost useless to try and talk anyway.  The wave of ecstatic noise had swelled up from hundreds of Aerach throats, drowning out everything but their excitement.
 
   Androssan saw it again briefly through all the moving, shouting bodies.  Startlingly, pristinely white in the smeary grey morning, it leaped across the face of the Aerach army, running straight down all that long front.  In the glimpse he had of it, it was pronging, back bent almost impossibly back on itself in brilliant, gossamer grace.  The sun, as if on some theatrical cue, broke just then through the thinning mist, lighting the world with sparkling rays of silvery gold and making the gazelle look like it was almost on fire with light.
 
   The wave of noise passed on, rising up and fading all along the stretch of Rach out to the west as they caught sight of it, but the sense of awe, of exultant energy, remained.  Swirled and eddied, in fact, like a churning stream ready to pour over into a cataract.  In front of them, Kyr separated from the electric energy of the hundreds of gathered warriors, suddenly leaping with that peculiar Aerach grace onto the back of his red stallion.
 
   “NOW!” he thundered, and all eyes turned to him, drawn up in that riveting vitality.  His voice rang across the country like a trumpet:  “Now is the time of our tribulation!  The Sign of the Empress has come!  Great will be our losses this day!  And great will be our gains!  War is upon us—LET US BE ABOUT IT!!!!”
 
   And a roar that made the previous ruckus sound like a playground cheer broke from the surrounding Rach in a deafening avalanche of sound.  Almost as one, the hundreds of Rach within Androssan’s vision leaped to horse.
 
   Kyr’s stallion reared under him, screaming a challenge and lashing at the air, and the sun caught his drawn blade in blinding reflection as it was thrust into the shimmering morning.  He dropped it suddenly and the red sprang away into a full gallop, every Rach in sight plunging after him in such perfect precision it looked choreographed.
 
   Androssan stood motionless in the exact same position he’d had for the last several minutes.  Waylan gulped audibly beside him.
 
   “They weren’t supposed to leave for a couple hours…” Androssan said.  He glanced at his lieutenant, who composed himself with an obvious effort.  The General frowned, returning to the mounting of his mount, who was a little restless after all the commotion.  “Was that supposed to be an inspirational speech?  Now we face our death?  Hip hip hooray?” he asked sardonically.
 
   “You’d…have to be a Rach, Sir,” Waylan said rather helplessly, going to the horse’s head to quiet it.  Androssan gave him a hard look, correctly reading the longing on his open face.  
              “They’re just men, Lieutenant,” he said.  Life was getting ready to become very hard and dark and ugly; that boy had better get his head out of the clouds.  He turned the gelding and headed west so that he didn’t hear Waylan say quietly into the dawning morning, “No, Sir…they’re Rach.”
 
   The Skylord, Khrieg, was waiting for him at Blackbird Bluff.  More central to the expected battlefield, it was the highest spot of ground between the Prow and the modest foothills of the Dragonspine called the Saphilles, where Cornton lay.  It was a couple days’ hard ride, but with a front like what they were expecting, a single man wasn’t going to be able to overwatch all the action by sitting in one spot anyway.  Besides, Androssan agreed with the general consensus that the flanks were anchored extraordinarily well—the redoubtable Knights hinged solidly on the sheer face of the Silver Hills, and the masses of nimble Sentinels locked immovably into the foothills of the Dragonspine.  All of which meant that the long length of the Imperial-held center was actually the most vulnerable. 
 
   Lord Khrieg greeted him with subdued courtesy at the top of the bluff.  He was in Sentinel-colored uniform, that murky greenish-greyish-brownish stuff that disappeared against a forest background, his thin chest covered in hardened leather.  Unlike the Regent’s, Khrieg’s cuirass was stamped with the delicate spreading gold tree of Cyrrh…and looked a size too big.  His silver-haired form seem to slump forlornly amongst all the war leather.
 
   “Forgive my tardiness, General,” he said graciously.  “I was attending to the defenses of the Torques and arranging last minute affairs at the Palace.  I doubt,” he said, turning his seamed brown face to the battlefield, “that any of us will return from this…”
 
   Androssan’s jaw clenched.  “We’re just happy to have you here now, my Lord,” he said with wooden insincerity.  He took out his glass and scanned the southern horizon attentively.  His belly was jumping with anticipation and dread.  The Rach had made contact, but had done so well holding off the Enemy that neither were in sight yet—though it had been almost two days.
 
   Spere came thundering up, reining in beside him.  “All forces stood to, second stage alert,” he reported, crisp and cryptic.  Androssan nodded.
 
   “Have some drink, take some refreshment, you and your men,” Khrieg offered, gesturing with a fine-boned hand behind him.  Spere goggled when they both turned to look.  A silken Cyrrhidean tent had been erected on the flat ground at the rear of the bluff, its billowing walls colored in the same eye-confusing pattern as the Sentinel uniform.  In front of it sat, incongruously, a delicately carved table of…gold leaf?  A tea set?  Pillows???
 
   “At least some coffee?  You’ve been long on the road, my good General…come, I insist,” Khrieg said, as Androssan cast a half-desperate glance out at the empty fields to the south, wishing for some excuse to refuse.  He was hardly in the mood for tea and biscuits.  The Skylord dismounted and Androssan, sharing one brief, incredulous look with his Point, followed suit.
 
     He sprang to his feet as soon as he heard Waylan come riding up, though his adjutant  was at a walk.  “An Aerach Wingtip’s been spotted, Sir.  He’s been directed to head straight here.”  He glanced at their little tea party, wisely made no comment, and said instead, “Sir, let me bring you the Sheel-bred stallion from Kyr.”  It had been brought with the other baggage of the General’s entourage that was being hurriedly sorted out somewhere below them.
 
   “It’s a dun,” Spere sneered, coming up beside them.  Like most experienced sergeants saddled with officers still wet behind the ears, the two had their clashes.  They’d work it out eventually, but Androssan didn’t think just now was the time to chip away at it.
 
   “That’s not seen as an insult to the Rach,” Waylan snapped heatedly.  Dun was the color of workhorses in the North, commoners’ horses.
 
   “Drop it,” Androssan commanded brusquely.  “I have an Aerach.”  He could care less about such things.  Frankly, as an infantryman, the color of the horse he rode was the last thing on his mind, especially now.
 
   “Sir, it’s Sheel-bred,” Waylan almost pleaded.
 
   “They’re all torchin’ Sheel-bred,” Spere spit derisively.
 
   “Sir.” Waylan emphasized coldly, staring down his nose at the Point Sergeant.
 
   The sound of light, furious hoof beats drowned out their squabble and a big Aerach, dark and layered with lather, came flying up the path to the bluff.  On his back was a kid, eyes huge with excitement, clothes bloodstained and his pants soaked from the damp coat beneath him.  He was bareback, fighting to keep the big stallion under him still enough to deliver his message, but his voice was amazingly calm.
 
   “Rach Kyr sends word, Lord General!” he piped, and Khrieg came hurrying up.  “He estimates 3-4 hours out!”
 
   “Stage one,” Androssan rapped out to Spere.  “Commence the march out, secure positions.  Remind those captains of the cav support!”  His Point saluted smartly and swung up on his horse, springing into a run down the trail.
 
   “Anything else?” Androssan asked keenly, searching the boy’s face.  He was hoping for a status of forces report, but the boy just shook his head.  Androssan dismissed him and turned to Waylan.  “Deliver the news to Toriah, and to Kai if you can find him.”  
 
   He didn’t have to say that it needed to be done with considerably more tact and respect than what Spere was capable of.  Toriah’s leadership especially he wanted to remain unchallenged.
 
   He walked to the edge of the bluff, staring south.  The infantry would open, allowing the Rach through, and then close behind them—the Empire used this move all the time in their lightning-fast cav attacks.  The foot units were well trained in it.  His eyes drifted restlessly to the west, where the Ram cavalry held the plains fading out from the Sentinel-laden Saphilles. When and if they had to retreat, they could do so into the forests that would make the most of their guerilla skills.
 
   Khrieg came up beside him and Androssan said carefully, “The Lord Regent has briefed you?”  He didn’t know how sensitive Cyrrhidean rulers were to the illusion of being in charge.
 
   “Oh, yes,” Khrieg said, airily grave.  “He’s much better at this sort of thing than I; I let him have free rein.”  Apparently not very.
 
   “It probably won’t make much difference,” the Skylord noted heavily.  
 
   Androssan nodded, wanting to slap him.  “The Fox seen any sign of…er, dragons yet?”    The silver head, now brilliant with the Crown of Leaves, shook a negative.  
 
   How nice, Androssan thought, a touch rabidly.  He’s put his crown on for the occasion.  Now it was wait time, the worst hours of any commander’s life.
 
   “Come on, Rodge,” Loren called, twisting in his saddle to look back down the trail.  Rodge, who’d graduated from Radish to something a little fleeter (not a hard qualification to meet), was still not quite up to Loren’s equine standard.
 
   “Do I look like I’m dawdling on purpose?” he shouted back, wincing as his horse slipped and he went knocking around in the saddle.  It was freezing out, and though his mount was steaming with the exertion of climbing up to the Prow, he was huddled, shivering, into his borrowed cloak.  Army rations were hardly the stuff to put meat on your bones, either.
 
   “Those surveyors are right out in the middle of the battlefield, Rodge,” Loren insisted.  “We’ve got to hurry.”
 
   “It’s not like I’m needed!” Rodge objected irritably.  “It’s simple triangulation.  Anyone who’s ever looked at a map can do it.”
 
   Loren looked blank.  “I’ve looked at a map,” he said defensively, “and I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”
 
   Rodge rolled his eyes.  “Yeah, well, you’re a special boy.  Why I have to be there to bless off on their calculations and dig a hole I don’t know…” he groused as his mount finally drew even with Loren.  He gave his companion an unfriendly look.  Loren’s cloak hood was thrown back, his flaxen hair stirring in the cold breeze, ruddy cheeks aglow.  He looked ludicrously adventurous.
 
   “I don’t think anyone else wants to touch that powder,” Loren said conspiratorially, and they shared a look.  
 
   “It’s just a thermodynamic chemical reaction,” Rodge said, mollified.  “There’s nothing mysterious about it.” 
 
   “Well, let’s get up there so you can set their little military minds at ease.”  They both kicked their horses up over the last little rise of the trail.
 
   He saw them with the spyglass long before his bare-eyed staff, almost dancing with impatience behind him.  At his right, Khrieg stared out soberly at the furious action; he’d probably had some inspiring and uplifting things to say, but Androssan hadn’t paid him any mind for several hours now.  His stomach lurched and churned behind the stony blank of his face and he was glad for the grilled meats Khrieg had shared.  Wouldn’t do to be heaving from an empty stomach turned pure acid.                                                                                                                
 
   Despite the seeming cacophony of movement, Androssan could tell from long experience that the Rach were still fighting in good order.  He could make out the individual cyclones now, constantly swirling nodes of intense action that would have made no sense if Waylan hadn’t explained it to him.  It still looked like chaos even when you knew what they were doing.
 
   But it was the sweet, ordered chaos of troops under tight control, and it made Androssan’s heart sing.  The line of cyclones was moving in slow, beautiful precision back toward the packed lines of Imperial foot, who were waiting with that dreadful anxiety Androssan knew all too well.  Closer they came, and closer.  He could see the lean, brown faces, ferocious on their lunging mounts, and the endless rise and fall of steel.  Surrounding each node of spinning Rach were ant mounds of Enemy, entirely covered in muddied cloth, even their heads.  Faintly, the sound of war, steelsong and shouting and screaming horses, came to them up there on the Bluffs.                            
 
   Break.  Androssan begged silently.  Break!  They were within barely 50 yards of the front line—if they didn’t break soon the infantry would be drawn into the storm of combat before they could get the Rach out of there.  All would be disarray, then, their advantage lost.  His fingers tightened until the knuckles glared white around the spyglass.  And then, miraculously, a signal was given.  A great shout went up that came clearly through the wintry air, and suddenly a rush of horse bore down on the lines.  There was a startled second, then the Imperials scrambled quickly into a formation of chutes and the cavalry thundered down between them.
 
   Androssan hardly dared to blink for fear of missing the next few seconds—he had forgotten the Aerach were so agile.  And, to be fair, after two days of fighting without rest he’d hardly expected such a vigorous sprint out of them.  They’d gotten away so quickly the Enemy were literally left stranded on the middle of the plain, looking around.  There was plenty of time for the infantry to close ranks, and within moments, the bewildered Sheelmen had rediscovered their purpose in life and were crashing into them.
 
   It had worked!  Perfectly!  Ash and Sheelfire, he was proud!  Euphoria threatened to engulf him.  What magnificent action! 
 
   “Get those ‘Bows limbered up!” he snapped, pulling his eye off the spyglass and handing it to his Major.  “Keep me up to date.”
 
   “Yes sir!” The man almost grabbed it out of his hand and had his eye glued to the battle before Androssan had barely gotten a stride away.  He mounted quickly, heading down the trail so promptly that he caught mud from the man fleeing with his message to the archers. 
 
    It was almost as chaotic below as it had looked out on the battlefield.  Androssan impatiently pushed his horse through the mass of people, scanning the crowd.  He’d seen Kyr’s standard come through, but that didn’t necessarily mean he’d come with it.  He had to stop near the Daroe.  No support troops were allowed south of it, so they were all bunched up, milling around on this side.  There was almost a solid wall of healers with their carts, helping Rach off their horses, wrapping their overheated bodies against the chill, or loading still, bloodied forms onto stretchers.  Stands of water and food were waiting, and a whole mass of volunteers dying to get a chance to rub down a real Aerach warhorse were in everybody’s way.
 
   The Rach looked rough, faces gray with exhaustion, leather armor rent and bloodied.  Their fiery horses walked slowly, stumbling, fine heads hanging and lather crusted in thick streaks through their dulled coats.  But they were alive.  Finally, he found Kyr, on his third waterskin and listening with weary attention to a half-circle of Wingtip reports.
 
   The Rach’s eyes lighted when he saw him and they clasped elbows.  “The Merranics will be deeply relieved,” Androssan told him, eliciting a grin from dry lips.  It was the standard joke that the biggest concern of any given Merranic on any given day was that a shortage of Enemy would develop.
 
   “We were holding them until their own mass built up and started overflowing around us,” Kyr told him, not wasting energy on words.  Androssan went cold.  They’d been flanked?  If the Enemy had leaked around the ends of the Wings, especially to the west, in sufficient numbers…well, if they poured enough strength into the Dragonspine, it was still possible that they could outflank the Allied Armies.  Sheelfire, anything was possible with those uncountable numbers.  “So we started backing, drawing them towards the center,” Kyr continued tiredly.  His voice was as dry and cracked as his lips and he had a deep blade score on his jaw and the side of his neck, swollen and globbed with dried blood.  
 
   “How’s their strength?” Androssan asked closely, intentionally double-meaning the question to save time.  This man needed to get to the healer tent and grab some food and sleep.
 
   “Quite good,” Kyr said wryly.  His eyes met Androssan’s.  “…But, there is a definite difference.  Their attacks are not the dance of the mad that we knew from the past.  The wounded stop in pain…there are distinct leaders and distinct orders being given…”  His eyes narrowed.  “We fight men.”
 
   “Did you get a feel for their numbers?”
 
   “There’s a lot,” Kyr admitted.  “We never saw an end to the force they’ve fielded.  We need to figure out a relief for the Foot, or they will be fighting without cease for a very long time.”  He grinned up at the taller man, and Androssan smiled rather weakly back.  No end to their force…This was madness.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 42
 
    
 
   The fires started within the hour.  Kyr had warned them repeatedly of this, and Androssan had brushed it off.  Right, the Enemy likes to set fire to things.  Got it.
 
   He had underestimated how disruptive it was.  Men screamed, horses neighed and broke their tethers, tents smoldered, and commanders cursed.  The air was full of smoke and flashing balls of flame.  At first, it was just observed at a distance, the little fires and smoky scorchings marking where the Enemy indulged themselves in their Ages-old fetish…and then they brought up the launchers.
 
   These were in the records, for they’d been a Sheelman specialty for centuries, and as soon as they were spotted on the southern horizon, Androssan sent warnings flying out to the commanders on the ground.  And hoped everyone remembered their training.  It was inarguably distracting to have those big tubes, the diameter of a woman’s palm, flying out of the air with their tips a flaming mass of destruction.  It was even more distracting to see the canvas tents, damp and muddied as they were, start to scorch.  Far down the line to the east, where they hadn’t had rain in a couple days, he could see fires starting up.  All the Merranic tents were soaked in fire-shedder, like their sails, but the Council hadn’t been about to vote in that extravagant expense for the acres of Imperial canvas.
 
   And then, one of the fire harpoons—Merrani had been fighting the same thing on Enemy vessels for as long as there’d been written history—came flying right at the bluff.
 
   “Get down!” Androssan yelled, pulling the frail Skylord down beside him as the thing whistled ominously overhead.  The horses neighed in terror behind them, pulling up their pickets and tearing down the trail.  Men were shouting and Androssan raised his head to see the weapon had lodged into a pile of rocks and scraggly brush near the back of the bluff.  It had barely missed the Cyrrhidean tent, which, despite the shower of sparks and flames licking at it a few feet away, hadn’t caught yet.
 
   Several of the Fox waiting around started pouring their waterskins on it and hurriedly scooping up dirt; Androssan’s staff officers rushed to join them.  The General grabbed Siles on his way by.
 
   “Get to Commander Orren and have him send a half-dozen of his best archers up here!” he shouted over the noise.  “And get me a horse!” 
 
   What a time to be trapped on foot.  He looked scathingly out over the battlefield, a real, honest dislike for the Enemy beginning to color his thinking.  Traive had been sending in reports on a regular basis, always a shock as they arrived on a huge, quiet stag that made them all jump when it seemed to suddenly materialize among them.   They were taking some flamings there, too, but the Ranks of the Ram were still keeping the Enemy too far out to really reach the forests.
 
   The problem was that, fleet as a stag was, it still was bringing news several hours old.  Androssan had a bad feeling about that right flank, now that he knew the Enemy had spilled around the Rach in that direction.  There weren’t enough allied forces to cover the entire length of the Empire—if the Enemy moved far enough to the West…He paced worriedly, eyes on the furious fighting below him.  The infantry hadn’t given an inch, holding beautifully despite the macabre habits of the Enemy, but there were at least a dozen launchers that he could see from here.  How many were there on the right?  If those forests caught…Sentinels smoked out or trapped…precious manpower caught up in putting out blazes…
 
   He turned around, scanning faces as his agitated staff wandered back from their fight with the harpoon.  “Hansin,” he said, spotting his quartermaster’s aide and trying not to stare at the man’s scorched eyebrows.  “Hire a team of civilians to the west, as many as you can find—hundreds if you can get them—and ready them to fight any fires that start up in the woods.  Go to Crossing if you have to, that’s the biggest town around.”
 
   “Sir,” he said, saluting roughly and disappearing down the trail to hunt for a horse.  And there was Siles, back with one for him.  He went to meet him, grabbing the reins and swinging up while the man was still trying to talk to him.
 
   “When the archers get here,” he interrupted, “have them light their own arrows and pour them into those launchers.  If it works, if they can get them to catch, get fire arrows going all down the line.  Two can play at this game,” he said grimly, and turned his mount for the west.  “Send Waylan to me at the 4th!” he called over his shoulder and gave his eager horse, delighted at the chance to leave, its head.
 
   The dim light of the winter day was long gone as Androssan rode his exhausted mount into the 4th’s headquarters.  It would have been a cheerful place, except all that festive orange glow came from Enemy fires.  There was a big, scorched hole in the Lieutenant Commander’s tent and he could see Gailen through it as he walked up.
 
   A busy aide announced him and Gailen looked up in surprise.  
 
   “Report,” Androssan said quietly.  They had been Majors together, but when Androssan’s career had taken off, Gailen had been left to slowly crawl his way up the ranks.  There was bad blood there, but Androssan had still wanted him commanding the 4th; he was tough (as well as bitter), and that’s what was needed with an entire quarter battalion of new recruits.  Androssan had figured that if there was a weak spot in Imperial defenses, this would be it.
 
   He was wrong, apparently.  It was the 17th, just to the west, that had fallen back several times already.  They had rallied, but, in confirmation of Androssan’s worst fears, they were reportedly taking the brunt of Enemy action.
 
   “They’re too scorching far from water,” Gailen snapped tautly, voice hoarse from smoke and shouting.  “We’re having the same issue, but we’ve got time to compensate.  They don’t.”
 
   “They’re falling out from lack of water?” Androssan asked in disbelief.  The smoke and flames maybe dehydrating them?
 
   Gailen looked at him impatiently, barely hiding his disdain.  “The Sheelmen are using burning logs, rolling them into the lines off of ramped wagons.  They came prepared…” His voice was a snarl of ill-concealed hatred.  There was a lot less mud over here, Androssan had noticed; the grass and bushes must be catching.
 
   “They need more men?” Androssan asked, thinking of the demands a fast march would place on exhausted men from the center a day or so away.
 
   “There are no more men—none that can get here in time,” Gailen rapped out, reading his thoughts.  “We’ve already sent them all we can spare, and to their right lie the Ram, then the Sentinels.  They’re apparently taking it just as bad.”  He gestured in the direction of a Fox, forehead sleek with sweat and still panting, standing out of the way nearby.  
 
   “What they need is faster access to the Daroe!” Gailen continued stridently, snatching a message out of the hand of a man who’d just come running in, clothes smoking gently where sparks had caught his uniform.
 
   “How close are the Enemy to getting through over there?” Androssan asked the Fox.
 
   “They will not get through,” the man said quietly.  The General blinked.
 
   Gailen threw down the piece of paper, then picked it up and handed it with tightly controlled fury to his General.  “Lost 50 yards.  Hard pressed.  Will lose all if more men can’t be found for waterbucket detail.—Estev”
 
   Estev was a proud man.  He wouldn’t be begging unless there was truly no other way.
 
   Torch it!  “Fall back half a league!” Androssan snapped, hiding his despair.  If there was no choice, better to do it in good order and hope it didn’t turn into a rout.  “The Ram, too, as the 17th is their left.  Redeploy your line in an angle to meet up with the line to the east.”  Curse this long, thin, unwieldy front!  This was no way to fight, stretched thin and desperate as a thread across the belly of the Empire!    
 
   For a second the tent went still, then burst into frenzied activity.  Gailen grabbed pencil and note paper and scribbled it out and Androssan signed it with a thudding heart.  That was almost a league of ground wide the Enemy would be pouring into… if only they could use it to their advantage.
 
   Waylan, flushed with the bite of the wind from riding, appeared in the doorway as Gailen’s messengers flooded around him going the other direction.  Androssan could have hugged him.  What superb timing.  “Ride as hard as you can to the Sentinels—tell Cyrrh that the 17th’s falling back a half-league as well as the Ram.  If they’ve got reserves that can be used to pincer off the Enemy that will get drawn into that hole—SEND THEM!”  Waylan’s eyes widened, then he flew from the room.  Androssan turned back to the map table, catching a sneer on Gailen’s face.  That was a long ride…there and back, even if forces could be found.  The chances of the Empire being able to even hold the line in the upcoming retreat were slim, nevermind trying to close in on the Enemy that would follow.
 
   The minutes flew by in the frantic atmosphere, drifting into hours.  When the word came that the 17th were in panic, Androssan couldn’t stand still any longer.  He galloped at breakneck speed to the west, flanked by the aides that had caught up with him.  Steeling himself, he turned his horse across the bridge lying so vulnerably in line with the retreating battalion, and right into their midst.  It was a nightmare.  Screaming, fleeing men were heading over the bridge, many of them burned and terrified with fear and pain.  Some checked when they saw him, obeying his thundered commands, but some were out of their minds, far beyond the reach of discipline.  The southern field in front of him was glowing luridly with the presence of the Enemy, smoke drifting in a choking, obscuring haze through the still air, which did nothing to help clarify the rampant confusion.  
 
   He finally found Estev’s command—the commander had moved right up into the lines when he’d realized they’d broken, and his presence had prevented it from becoming a full rout.  He was barely holding it, though, and Androssan could see the dread deep in his sunken eyes as he shouted his report out.  He was down by over a quarter strength, lost mostly to dead and wounded, but not helped any by those who’d fled.  They’d lost the ground at their center almost to the Daroe…the river gleamed darkly barely a hundred yards to their rear.  It went without saying that the need for reinforcements was dire.
 
   “Do you have any Drae?” Androssan asked him, though he didn’t know how he was going to contact any if he didn’t.  They had nothing even approaching a centralized command. Estev said hoarsely, “There must be hundreds of them out there—came in like hawks on the hunt when we started having trouble.”  
 
   Someone was screaming, “Sir, Sir!” and he looked out of habit, knowing it was probably for the battalion’s commander.  But it was Waylan and his heart leaped in his chest.  He sprang forward, grabbing the reins of the lieutenant’s horse as he galloped up.  He slipped off and hastily saluted.
 
   “Where are the Sentinels?” Androssan shouted anxiously, hardly daring to believe they could have such luck.  He was right.  Waylan shook his head, squinting his eyes against the gritty smoke.  “There are more on the way, Sir!  A unit of Stagriders came with me, but they were forced to divert to fill the ranks of the Ram!”
 
   “They’re needed here!” Androssan almost screamed.  
 
   “Sir,” Waylan said desperately, “there is no line at all to your right!”
 
   “Where are the Ram?” Androssan demanded.  “They were ordered to fall back with the 17th!”  Curse these independent units!  
 
   “They couldn’t!  The Tarq hit them with everything they had when they realized the line was breaking—the far right has it much worse than here, Sir!  The way the terrain lies, if the Ram hadn’t stood, the Enemy would’ve been able to both get around behind the Cyrrhideans and get to the 17th!”  
 
   And there would have been a gaping hole rent into the Empire.  The men stared at each other for a second, pausing at the enormity of it, reflected firelight illuminating their tortured faces.  “I found a survivor, Sir.  He told me.”
 
   “Bring him to me,” Androssan almost snarled.  
 
   Waylan shook his head.  “He died, Sir.”
 
   “Bring me one of them!” Androssan yelled.  “I don’t care which one—I want to hear this!”  
 
   Waylan had a strange look on his face and was just...standing there.  “Sir,” his face twisted.  “There aren’t any.”
 
   Androssan stared at him, furious.  “There’s got to be…” his voice trailed off, then stopped at the look on his lieutenant’s face.  “All of them?” he said heavily.
 
   “To the man,” Waylan said, his voice coming out rough.
 
   Mind numb, the General gave him orders to await the coming Sentinels, and turned back to help Estev.  Three hundred men.  Gone.  Completely wiped out. What a monstrous waste of courage.
 
   As the minutes passed, more bad news seemed to loom, pessimism coloring the air with its murky miasma.  It was an additive thing, Androssan had found, especially in the middle of the night, after a hard day’s action, with no sleep in sight.  Men hungry and parched and exhausted, often wounded, carrying the knowledge of one past break in the line and no expectation of relief, can subconsciously talk themselves into defeat.  Androssan saw it, even in the leaders’ faces, and counteracted it quickly, bellowing encouragement and bracing orders, striding around as if the situation were in complete control.  They could not fail.  They could not.  The Enemy would stream through a hole this size in an unstoppable waterfall.  If only the Sentinels would come!
 
   But reality was tearing holes in his optimism.  Flexible as the Cyrrhidean forces were, fast as they moved, they were not going to get there in time—the men were almost finished.  The burning logs were gone, left behind when the Sheelmen advanced, but the pressure of the Enemy itself on the front line had doubled.  Androssan was close enough to see the furious flying of blades, the seething activity that was the hallmark of desperation.
 
   One of his aides grabbed his arm.  “Sir, you have to get out of here,” he shouted in his ear.  “When this line folds, you cannot be here!”
 
   Androssan shook him off, enraged and helpless behind his stony General’s face.  He couldn’t admit it, couldn’t give up.
 
   Suddenly a man screamed behind them, then another, and Androssan whirled in horror.  Had they gotten behind them?  Had they broken through the Sentinels?  But it was not men that had come in behind them, and his eyes widened, throat closing as instinctive terror swelled through him.
 
   There, streaming wet from the banks of the Daroe, came wolves.  Enormous, panting, loping creatures out of nightmares as old as mankind.  They ran like fleet, soundless shadows in the night, ignoring everyone in their line of flight—most of whom were too terrified to move out of the way in time anyway.  The angry red light of war reflected in their golden eyes, their massive heads held low like they were swooping in for the kill.  And they were running straight past the men of the 17th…to the front. 
 
   Warwolves.  Hundreds of them, many more than could be accounted for from what the Ram had brought.  They were moving so quickly that they reached the front line within seconds, and a whole new set of sounds filtered through the battlefield.  The roars of combatants and cries of the wounded changed abruptly to terrified screams, punctuated by the sudden silence of troops taken by surprise, and then the horrible growls and snarls of beasts on the hunt.
 
   “Sir!”  Androssan spun—it was Waylan again, this time looking victorious, and escorting a wild-looking man whose cloak and grey hair were billowing restlessly in the sudden, stiff breeze.
 
   It was Melkin.  He recognized him from the Kingsmeet and knew him from reputation.  What in Sheelfire was he doing here?  The General stared up at him in the darkness, eyes wide in surprise.
 
   “Lord General,” the man snarled at him like it was a curse.  “Request formal permission to apply for the position of Wolfmaster.”
 
   It all connected.  Androssan’s face lighted up.  “You are hereby reinstated!  How did you know to come here?” he demanded, relief flooding through him in a wave so powerful his knees almost buckled.
 
   “I didn’t,” he said ferociously.  “It was the way we happened to come—and once they caught the scent of the Tarq, well, it was out of anyone’s hands.”  An untamed light was in his eyes and he glanced hungrily towards the front.  “And now, Sir, if you’ll excuse me…?”
 
   “By all means,” the General said, face splitting into a grit-creased grin.
 
   How long had they held the Enemy off? Androssan wondered as he wearily made his way back to the Bluff.  Messengers with a steady stream of reports had been finding him as he  traveled the muddy ruts of what had once been the Great Southern Road, but so far there’d been nothing as pulse-pounding as what he’d just lived through.  The Warwolves had brought a wind with them right out of the arctic, and he pulled his cloak tighter around him, more than happy to fight the chill for the benefit of a wind blowing all those Enemy fires back south.
 
   Back at his headquarters at the Bluff, he forced himself to take the jerky he was handed, stuffing it uninterestedly into his belly.  The tent was full of men, Kyr irrepressibly at its heart, and they briefed each other succinctly.  The left flank was as hard-pressed as the right, apparently, the Knights holding but taking heavy casualties.  They would be in deep trouble by morning.  Androssan was of the private opinion that that was going to apply to all of them.
 
   “It doesn’t make sense,” Spere complained harshly.  He’d gotten a bad burn and his head and neck were swathed like a woman in mourning.  “It’s the center that’s weakest—why are they pounding the flanks?”
 
   “Their own center was weakened, throwing itself against the Wings,” Kyr said absently, without a trace of pride.  “The main reason we withdrew was because their force had started to spread out around us…”
 
   Just then a Fox, looking like he’d been rolling around in the cold leftovers of a fire, came panting into the tent.  His news was surreal; Androssan was sure he’d misheard.  Kyr’s face was a picture of startled disbelief for a fraction of a second, then he raced out of the tent, consumed by the desire to see for himself what the Fox was reporting.  Androssan was a spare second behind him, but he had to wait for a horse (again) to join him.  He wasn’t about to race up the Bluffs on foot.
 
   From their height, they could see that the battlefield was eerily quiet, the muted cries of the wounded from the hospital tents and the crackle of a few stubborn blazes the only sound.  Where the line of contact had once been instantly obvious, full of frenzied movement and sound and the torchings of the Enemy, now there was only black stillness.
 
   “Tarq never do this,” Kyr said quietly next to him. 
 
   “‘Tis a trick, no doubt,” Khrieg commented lugubriously from the other side of the Rach.
 
   They had withdrawn.  The Enemy, infamous through all the Ages of the eons of war for their unshakeable tenacity to overrun, to absorb unfeasible cost to their force, to never falter until their objective was taken (and preferably on fire)…had paused.
 
   “How do you read this?” Androssan asked Kyr quietly.  “Do they shift all to the flanks?”
 
   The Rach had his face tilted, nostrils flaring off that hawkish nose like he was sniffing the air.  His voice, when it finally came, was slow and surprised.  “They rest.”
 
   Which seemed doubtful, but as the night wore on, it increasingly appeared that he was right.   They waited in the command tent, emptied, as Androssan had sent everyone to catch as many hours of sleep as they could.  And there, in the dark hours of the morning, when weariness and quietude effaced the walls of the command façade, Androssan found himself saying what was on his mind.
 
   Kyr had just finished outlying his elaborate plan for an Aerach foray come morning.  Silence had settled momentarily and into it Androssan said quietly, “We cannot win this war.”
 
   Kyr glanced up at him in surprise.  “I don’t think we dare lose it.”
 
   Androssan looked at him steadily across the table, regretting his words but curious that the Rach would not face reality even now.  His tanned face made him look healthy and vibrant, eyes snapping even though he’d only had an hour or so of sleep in the last three days.  They were fierce now.  “It is not ours to despair,” he said with that characteristic boldness, eyeing Androssan’s tired face.  “It is ours to fight.” 
 
   “And when is it ours to make plans to survive?” Androssan asked in weary irony.  It was like dealing with children.  Blood-thirsty, man-killing children, but nevertheless…  “There’s   only so far blades and prayers will take you.”
 
   Kyr’s face animated with the challenge.  Without a trace of anger, he leaned across the table, eyes flashing.  “Ever the North has disparaged Il as a crutch for the weak and the weak-minded, a self-made source of comfort for those who cannot face the world without a dream to hide behind...But I tell you, He is the strength of the strong, and His Will shapes the world.  The Light, in the end, will never be defeated by the Darkness.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 43
 
    
 
   The Wings attacked the quiet camp of the Tarq several hours before dawn, swooping in like shrieking bloodhawks out of the night.  It was enormously successful, if you could believe the flushed, ecstatic Rach when they rode back through cheering Imperial Foot.  They repeated it several times as the cold day dawned, frigid in the strengthening wind from the North.  The raids were focused in the west, attacking the Enemy massed in front of the weakened 17th and the hard-hit Cyrrhidean forces.
 
   Androssan, more tired after catching an hour nap than he’d been before it, had shifted his command temporarily to the West, finding Traive in the dim, cold hours just after dawn.  Cyrrh’s Regent had his own vantage point, a high, cleared hill in among the dead brush and thin trees of the Saphilles just west of Crossing.  The place hummed with hushed activity in rather offensive contrast to the screaming bedlam of the Imperial command.
 
   Traive greeted his monarch gravely (ignoring Androssan’s truculent attempts at dissuasion, Khrieg had insisted on accompanying him), but didn’t bother him with any of the confusing details of war.  The war leaders talked in low tones for a few moments, Fox hovering patiently in a growing mass to report to Traive.  
 
   “Launchers all destroyed,” the first one of them said when the Regent turned to them.  Androssan gave a snort of grim pleasure.  Teams of Fox had been busy all night, making forays out into that seething mass of Enemy to get axes on the launchers, which had unfortunately been fire-resistant.
 
   A Sentinel came running suddenly into the cleared area of command, a big, gorgeous panther bounding along by his side.  The horses went mad nearby—the Imperial horse herd was never going to be the same—and most of the Northerners backed up several steps.  His news was worse on morale than his cat:  the dragons had been spotted.
 
   Androssan stared bleakly out over the view to the south, the rumpled hills that were full of men battling for their lives and the life of the Realms, while the Jagscout rolled his report out.  He sounded like a fairytale herald, giving Androssan the disassociated feeling of having fallen asleep on his feet, dreaming he was reading his kids to sleep like he had when they were little.
 
   “Just two visible, ground-bound, air-borne potential questionable,” he was saying.  “Moving very slowly, but small flame bursts definitely seen.”
 
   “Location?” Traive asked musingly, as if he was getting updates on supply wagons rolling in.
 
   “Working their way up on the eastern Dragonspine; they’d just turned out towards the flatlands when I left…angling towards us.  I estimate a matter of hours.”
 
   “Alert the Talons,” Traive said quietly, still undisturbed.  “Have ’em on standby.”
 
   He turned to Androssan.  “Care to have a look?” he asked cheerfully, as if this would be quite the treat.  The General looked at him darkly.  This was the end of the world they were talking about here; it seemed like a little more gravity should be in evidence.  But he nodded stoically.
 
   “Perhaps a stag…?” The Regent suggested.  Androssan turned around, seeing nothing but empty field behind him.  On top of everything else, he couldn’t keep a flaming horse in sight for more than a minute. 
 
   His aides shrugged their shoulders helplessly at his black scowl.  “Spread the word to commands that the dragons have been spotted.  Ready the water teams.  And get…me…a…horse!” he ground out.
 
   Waylan’s face, puffy from lack of sleep, brightened.  “I’ll bring the Sheel-bred, Si—” 
                “WHATEVER!”  He wasn’t about to get on one of those rickety, twitchy deer.
 
    As his various aides scurried off, he turned back to Traive.  “How do they fight?” he asked grimly.  In the war council, the Regent had only mentioned them briefly…everyone else had seemed quite cognizant and comfortable with military dragonlore.
 
   “They often approach from the ground, using their weight to crush what’s under foot.  They’re about 25-30 yards tall, and from that height they spray flames to destroy what’s in their path.”
 
   Thirty yards?  That was the size of a full-grown elm tree.  
 
   “They’ll head in a straight path for us—they have a particular hatred for Cyrrhideans,” Traive sounded rueful.
 
   “How do you suggest we defend against that?” Androssan ground out.
 
   “Run,” Traive smiled.  “That’s what the gryphons are for.  The Enemy will be scrambling out of the way, too, trust me.  Dragons are indiscriminate about who they toast.”  Androssan looked at him grumpily, not amused at all by this tongue-in-cheek levity.
 
   “As soon as I get a mount,” he began grudgingly.
 
   “Here, Sir,” Waylan said behind him.
 
   The General turned and did a double-take at the creature on the other end of the reins Waylan held.  He’d hardly call it a dun.  It was so light a tan it was cream, with dark, smoky brown stockings that came up over its knees and wreathed up from its muzzle.  A long mane and tail of the same rich brown stirred in the freezing morning air.  Big, lustrous eyes looked at him intelligently from a face so fine-chiseled it looked like a painting.  He moved up to it, gathering the reins and mounting, and the horse moved out without being urged, a smooth, light gait full of liquid energy.  
 
   Even from a higher vantage point further south, not much could be seen of the dragons—just enough to convince Androssan the dream was over and it was wakey-time.  His adrenaline spiked just watching them move through the filter of the intervening trees.  They were slow and majestic, and if the distorted view through glass and distance could be believed, very large.  His horse moved restlessly underneath him, catching their scent.
 
   He rode unhappily back to Cyrrhidean command, mind swirling with the chaos approaching.  How was he going to get his lines to hold?  If the dragons opened up the western flank, the Enemy was going to pour right through.  He’d known it was coming—known as soon as he’d seen the innumerable swarms of Sheelmen from the Prow that they couldn’t hold them back forever—but he hadn’t thought it would be spear-headed by something that really, logically, shouldn’t even exist.   
 
   They waited in growing trepidation back at the cleared hilltop.  A constant stream of Fox ebbed and flowed, bombarding Traive with data at twice the rate messengers were coming in for Androssan.  Just as the General got the uplifting news that the Knights were in trouble and about to be breached, a shushurrah of excited cries swept through the clearing.  His head snapped around—there was nothing he could do about the left flank anyway—and he saw, far out on the plains yet, the dragons break from the trees.
 
   His heart seemed to shrink.  Here it was, then.  He turned back to the messenger awaiting instructions on Merrani, whose eyes were wide as saucers in his soot-smeared face.  “Hurry that column of relief.”  The 45th had been dispatched from the eastern center late last night, but they’d have to double-time it if they were going to reach the Merranics in time.  He wasn’t sure it was going to matter.
 
   The stallion under him pawed the ground restlessly, whether from the dragons or from the currents of excitement sweeping through the command area, it was hard to say.  They were all mounted, Androssan quite certain it was going to be the best way to hold on to your horse in the next few hours.
 
   You didn’t even need the spyglass to see them anymore, their being so advantageously huge, and everyone in the immediate area had their eyes glued on the ponderous, swaying advance.  The dragons had wings, but they were still folded against their greenish-black sides.  The second moved out from behind the first as they approached, and no longer greyed by distance could be seen to be a dull red-orange, like smoldering charcoal.  It was a little smaller, too.  The dark sea of massed Enemy flowed away from the oncoming monsters in a wave, though not fast enough.  From farther away than Androssan would have thought possible (in all the time he spent considering such things), the lead dragon suddenly gave a roar and lowering its massive, wedge-shaped head, spewed a fan of flame out over 100 yards in front of it.  Even from this distance, Androssan could hear the screams as men were roasted alive, leaving a charred, lumpy path of debris for the creatures to walk on.
 
   “Our doom is upon us,” Khrieg whispered beside him.  Androssan’s covey of aides stirred restlessly behind him…probably agreeing with the assessment.  On his other side, Traive, a-stagback, was putting out a quiet, calm, steady stream of orders.
 
   Closer they came, and closer.  They both roared again, a deep, bass, reptilian kind of roar that froze the blood in your veins and brought the hairs up on the back of your neck.  Horrible suspense filled the air.  It would be better to be running, even running at them, than to be just standing, having to wait with this terrified certainty for the monstrous death walking so purposefully towards them.
 
   Then, abruptly, the air crashed into thundering noise around them, a shrieking, unearthly bedlam of unidentifiable sound that seemed to fill every crevice of his body.  Motion exploded over their heads, and Androssan’s horse went wild, rearing on its legs and screaming its own furious challenge.  For a moment, the very prosaic necessity of having to keep his seat kept Androssan from mind-numbing terror, and it wasn’t until he had a chance to look wildly around that he located the source of all the noise.
 
   There, winging away in front of them in a rapid air-borne wave, gryphons seemed to fill the sky.  Their wings pummeled the air, stroking them into breath-catching speeds straight towards the monsters on the plain.  Androssan’s eyes widened as he saw the riders, clinging unsupported and unprotected to all that brilliant, colorful, deadly motion leagues and leagues off the ground.
 
   The gryphons screamed again in ear-splitting unison, the sound, now that he thought about it, exactly what one would expect if an eagle screamed in your ear at the same time a lion roared in the other. Again the stallion under him answered, swiveling in nimble agitation under him, and spinning him around in a circle so that he saw—that he was the only one left in the immediate vicinity.  The Stags were being brought under control a short distance away, but his aides could only be seen far up the road to the North, their horses apparently on a dedicated course for Archemounte.
 
   He swung his stallion back around to face front, just in time to see the gryphons closing on the dragons.  The latter were definitely aware of them, acting more alert and engaged in the discord they were causing than Androssan had yet seen them.  The big one up front trumpeted, a blast of noise and sound Androssan was sure he could feel ruffling his hair even almost a league away, and swung his head threateningly.  Sure enough, within seconds he had opened that huge red maw and let loose a great spume of fire.  The gryphons peeled out of its path, graceful and agile as dancers in the air, their great pinions expertly manipulating the invisible medium that held them up.
 
   Androssan fumbled out his spyglass, focusing breathlessly in on the action.  The gryphons snapped into sudden clear view through the glass, plumage bright as jewels, beaks open and claws extended as they broke into two groups.  On their gyrating, shifting backs, Taloners in light-colored leathers seemed to cling in defiance of the laws of physics.  Long, pale blue cloth floated from their arms, streaming through the air like guidons behind them.
 
   Straight for the two dragons’ heads the groups of gryphons flew, their unworldly shrieks mixing in with the steady, irritated roars of their prey.  There!  One had struck!  Folding his wings, he had dive-bombed that scaly head, and Androssan could see the claws catch momentarily before they were flung off.  With a massive heave, the dragon had thrown his head up, and for a second Androssan was staring right into the dark yellow reptile eye.  He shivered, hand shaking slightly with more than adrenaline.   What terrible, dead, evil awareness…
 
   Then the creature moved abruptly, crying out in fury as gryphons en masse attacked the softer scales of its throat.  It threw them off, too, scrunching its neck down as if to crush any that couldn’t move quick enough…when it raised its head again, there were red rivulets running down the long neck. 
 
   Still the dragons were moving forward, relentless, implacable, the huge gryphons that buzzed around their heads looking like hummingbirds around a bear.  They were a hundred times quicker than the dragons, but even Androssan could see that those fearful talons weren’t going to be able to do much damage to hard, unfeeling scales.  Breathtaking as the action was, he had the sinking feeling they weren’t going to be able to stop them in time.  
 
   Suddenly, the lead dragon threw its head, snout spewing flames and catching one of the Taloners by surprise.  They burst into screams, the man-gryphon pair, crawling with fire as they plummeted towards the earth.
 
   “Ash—!” Traive burst out low and meaningfully next to him.  Androssan didn’t have to look at him to see the angry helplessness.  All commanders knew it.
 
   “Ill we can spare that brave man,” Khrieg added funereally.  Androssan barely conquered the urge to wallop him with the spyglass.
 
   “They need to team up,” Traive said in his low, strong voice.   Fortunately, given the difficulty of getting a message into mid-air, the same thing seemed to occur to the Talons.  They could be seen suddenly grouping around the big black in the lead, clustering so thickly that for a moment his head was obscured.  The smaller dragon beside him helpfully shot a modest spurt of flame at his head and more cries could be heard.  Androssan sucked in his breath, but none of the Taloners fell out of the sky.  Through his spyglass he could see several of them flying around looking singed, but the gryphons were all going strong, swooping and darting remorselessly.
 
   The black dragon swiveled slowly to glare at the other, but Androssan, hoping ardently for an intra-monster fight, was disappointed to see only that one irritated look.  The dragon stamped a huge, clawed foot with no warning, which seemed odd to Androssan, expert as he was on draconic habits.  But, scanning, he made out the bright figures of gryphons zooming under the low belly.  They were tearing at it with their beaks, drawing blood.  The dragon roared as apparently one of them hit home, and paused, lowering his head and throwing flame in a big semi-circle to his side and rear.  When he began to move again, he was favoring one of his forelegs.
 
   “He’s limping!” Khrieg cried, possibly the most optimistic thing he’d said in years.
 
   “We’re running out of time,” Androssan remarked so that only Traive could hear.  “Can we send any kind of reinforcements?”
 
   “It’s madness to send ground troops against them,” he was answered, just as low.  “We’ve put together harpoons, based loosely on the fire-launchers, but they tend to get scorched before they ever get in range.”
 
   Despair scrabbled desperately at the back of Androssan’s mind.  He hated just sitting and watching, hoping things would turn out.  “How about sending up crossbows—”
 
   “Ah,” Traive interrupted him in a hiss of delight, and Androssan turned swiftly back to the field of battle.  The black dragon had come to a complete stop and was holding that forefoot up off the ground.  In the elbow, looking like squabbling carrion birds, several gryphons were ripping the soft flesh.  Meanwhile, the angry head was almost buried in the rest of them, as they darted in heart-stopping courage right at the tooth-filled snout, at the eyes, at the lightly scaled throat.  He was far from dead, but the black dragon was definitely distracted, and hurt.
 
   The red dragon, however, seemed almost to have picked up speed and was now moving with marked purpose right for the Daroe and the Imperial troops scattering in front of it.  Androssan felt sick to his stomach.  He was no expert on such things, but he suspected one dragon would be perfectly sufficient to destroy the Empire.  What could they do?  What could they do????
 
   Tumult suddenly exploded overhead, raging, trumpeting noise and the sonic boom of intense, frenetic action.  Again the world seemed consumed by incomprehensible uproar; the stags bolted away from either side of him, and his stallion rose on his hind legs to fight.  Panting with the surging adrenaline, Androssan looked wildly around, then up, his eyes focusing on…another talon!?
 
   Staring, absently patting the plunging stallion, who, if he was not mistaken, was trying to pull him towards all the action, Androssan gaped at the confusing sight winging away towards the dragons.  Where had they come from?  Traive had said there were only four talons.  When the Lord Regent came up beside him in a few moments, his face, livid with disbelief, confirmed his ignorance.
 
   They were black, these new gryphons, the one flying point as black as a raven, its wings darkly iridescent and winking like black opals in the overcast sky.
 
   “Black,” Traive whispered beside him.  His eyes were intense, trying to cipher out the origin of the relief with much more interest than Androssan, who quite honestly could care less what color they were. 
 
   The dark gryphons were fast, turning so quickly in the air once they reached the red dragon that Androssan grabbed his glass again just to see them better.  Their riders were in black leather, too, so tight and low to the swinging, arcing lion bodies that they could hardly be seen with the naked eye.  Their beasts’ trumpeting screech seemed to shatter the sky as they dove at the surly head, and when the dragon lifted it, searing the air with one big half-circle of jetting flames, they folded their wings and literally rolled across the sky out of the way.  Androssan’s jaw gaped in amazement.  He had thought the other gryphons fast and fearless!  
 
   The pure black gryphon in the lead was the swiftest of them all, and he came back now out of his roll like a bolt shot from a crossbow.  He did a flyby, the dragon ducking and rumbling an angry complaint, and then something happened in the busy air over the Empire that Androssan would never have believed if he hadn’t seen it himself.  Those darting, quicksilver, utterly fearless creatures got into formation.  So fast that the dragon had barely gotten his head raised from the flyby, they were zooming right at him, shrieking like bloodhawks on the kill, wicked talons extended and beaks wide in screaming challenge.  Even Androssan, admittedly an amateur in air warfare, could see they were actually in the form of a giant talon, four spread out in an arc coming in from above, and one, that smallest, nimblest black one, shooting  in silent and smooth underneath.  The four above dive-bombed, shrieking in fury and rolling out of the way just as the dragon vomited flame at them.
 
   And the swift, soundless black shot in under its view, dipping under the sheet of fire and coming up fast, somehow contorting itself at the last minute so that it was flying talons-first—right into that snarling yellow eye.
 
   A screaming bellow of agony and rage rent the air, the sound waves making Androssan want to clamp his hands over his ears.  The red was throwing his head around, the empty eye-socket pumping torrents of dragon blood, the huge clawed feet stamping in pain and frustration.  The unrelenting gryphons, like black harbingers of death, took full advantage of that visionless side.  Soon that whole side of the dragon’s neck and jaw were a lacerated mass, but only when they finally got through to the life-giving neck arteries did the dragon start to slow its wild, infuriated flailing.  It still took several moments to sink to its knees, flames gushing out of its helpless snout, roars still trembling on the air.  
 
   Androssan was laughing.  “They did it!!” he cried with fierce joy.  Traive was grinning beside him, but his eyes were still narrowed, focused on those dark, triumphant figures swooping over the vanquished red.
 
   Khrieg’s voice was warm as he said, “I didn’t know we had a Black Talon.”  His creased face was in a rare smile.  Androssan was somehow quite sure that the Lord Regent, head of the largest intelligence gathering force in the world, hadn’t known it either.
 
   The bigger, lead dragon was not as surely dead, but it, too, had sunk to its belly, the flames coming weaker and more infrequent from between its wavering jaws.  Most of the gaily colored gryphons that had brought it down were circling above it, jewel bright butterflies at this distance, making sure it went no further and helpfully trying to speed its passage on to the next world.
 
   Androssan thought that the sun should come out, pour its rays on this scene, it was such a glorious moment.  They had literally been saved at the last minute…and there, flying right toward them, was one of the black gryphons that had done it.  They all watched it come in, that smallest, most agile one, watched in wonder and a touch of respectful awe as the sleek creature, black as night and enormous up close, landed a couple dozen yards away.
 
   Khrieg and Traive both quickly dismounted, so Androssan did, too, and they all crossed over to meet the Talon rider that had slipped off the gryphon’s back.  He walked, athletic and bold, towards them, loosening his black leather helmet as he came.
 
   And out from under its revealing cover, to their collective shock, spilled a long, silken waterfall of hair the color of platinum.  It fell in fine waves around a fine-boned, blood-spattered face from which hard, challenging, pale green eyes stared.  
 
   “Kindri,” Khrieg said in shock.  Androssan looked from one to the other.  Wasn’t that the Skyprincess?  Her face was mutinous, angry, flushed with open rebellion as she came to a taut halt in front of them.  Androssan, lost, looked surreptitiously at Traive for some clue as to what was going on here.  The Regent’s face was inscrutable, eyes riveted on the belligerent little creature in front of him.
 
   “How did you..?” the Skylord said weakly.  He seemed to shrink in on himself before all that vibrating anger.    
 
   “How?” she snapped.  “By force of WILL, that’s how.  By refusing to give up!  That’s how!  By not sitting around moaning about the end of the world without taking a step to stop it, THAT’S HOW!”  She was furious, pupils tiny black dots in eyes as flat and pale as the jaguar’s that had run in that morning.  A crowd of awed Cyrrhideans were gathering, careful to keep away from the great black beast panting a short distance away.
 
   Suddenly she leaned closer, vengeful and graceful as a serpent.  “Give me the Crown,” she hissed.  Androssan’s eyes widened in his military face and he felt more than saw the sudden, complete stillness of their little windblown tableau.  Khrieg’s face had gone white under the lined brown tan, sorrow temporarily displaced by true, deep shock.
 
   “No woman can lead Cyrrh!” he objected.
 
   “No man leads it now!” she shot back, vituperative, seething.  “You forfeited the right to the Throne of Trees when you lost Mother, when you gave up on life, gave up on me, gave up on your Realm!”  She leaned closer, pearly teeth showing in a cat-like snarl.  “Now, give me the Crown!”
 
   Fox were gathering close, silent as grass puffs caught on the wind.  Unlike Imperial troops, who would have been wondering which side they were going to have to support, whose allegiance they would have to proclaim, and whose wrath they might have to risk if they picked the wrong side, the Fox stood impassively, faces showing only that quiet readiness common to the Cyrrhidean ground forces.  Khrieg was frowning doubtfully.  “You are barely of age,” he mumbled in procrastination, “even if you were a man and suitable—”
 
   “You do not have the right to proclaim suitability!” she almost screamed at him, eyes flashing lightning as pent-up energy found release.  Her slender frame was tense with malignance.  “For decades you have sat, unsuitable, in the Skypalace, ignoring the needs of your people, ignoring the surety of what was rising from the Sheel!  Ignoring the preparations which could have made this day unnecessary!  It is not for you to deny me the right of my blood because I am unsuitable!!!”  Pure fury twisted her face, and Androssan had the overwhelming urge of most men in the face of uncontrolled feminine emotion…to be somewhere else.  The last thing he wanted was to turn the attention of all that savage, arresting beauty on himself, though, so he stood still.
 
   Tension mounted unbearably.  Khrieg looked torn, sad and horrified and beaten all at once.  But tradition was obviously bolstering him somewhat; whenever he looked around at the gathering people, his chin came up a little as if he knew what he should say.
 
   Kindri didn’t seem to be the patient sort, though that had not been Androssan’s impression of her from the brief glimpse he’d had at the ’Meet.  She didn’t wait more than a few moments before she leaned forward again, lithe as a crouching panther, and said, low and intense, “Give it to me…or on Mother’s grave I tell you I will take it.”
 
   He gulped, paling, and then, to Androssan’s disbelief, slowly lifted trembling hands and removed the delicate crown of wrought gold off his head.  For a second he stared at it, looking rather bewildered, then very slowly offered it to his daughter.
 
   Face flaming into sudden, victorious, terrible beauty, she took it, unhesitatingly placing it on her silvery hair and staring at the old king with tears sparkling in her angry eyes.  “If it had meant anything to you,” she whispered, “you never would have given it up.”
 
   Androssan felt like he’d aged a hundred years.  He couldn’t remember the last time his heart hadn’t been pounding.  But this charming little drama wasn’t done yet.  Nobody had said a word and Kindri just stood there, waiting, chin tilted proudly in the air, satiny hair tossing fitfully in the cold breeze.  With a sudden realization, it came to Androssan that she was waiting on recognition.  And he knew, without any deeper understanding of Cyrrhidean politics needed, that that meant Traive…the outcome of this family schism, the fate of the sovereignty, and the future of the Realm, were resting on the square shoulders of the Lord Regent of Cyrrh.
 
   He didn’t know what kind of rules Cyrrh had about succession, but if there was anything in there about abdication under duress, they were doomed.  Traive was rumored to be unswervingly loyal to the Skylord; and maybe just the fact that she was a woman was enough to disqualify her claim.  The Border Realms were still deeply traditional…though it seemed her recent performance on gryphon-back should have been enough to allay any fears about being able to lead in battle. 
 
   No one moved.  No one seemed hardly to breathe.  Traive still had that clenched, unreadable expression on his face.  The General thought the suspense was getting a little unbearable—Northerners preferred a faster pace to their dramas.  Then, finally, something happened.
 
   Traive, so gracefully that Androssan thought he was fainting, sank into a bow over his arm, and for the first time in the history of the Realms paid obeisance to his monarch with the word, “Skylady.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 44
 
    
 
   He came to slowly, not sure where he was or if he was even alive.  The absence of light was so complete it was utterly disorienting.  But then he became aware of the gentle pressure on his chest, the faint movement, and in a rush it all came back:  the catastrophic collapse of the passageways, the end of the gods, the fight in the Hall of Sacrifices, everything.  Slowly, Ari moved his arms closer around the life nestled against him.  She had survived.  The world might have ended, but Selah was still alive.  
 
   He had known, from the moment Rheine had revealed who he was and the role he was to play, that he was probably not going to survive this whole plot to ‘destabilize’ Zkag, as she’d so quaintly put it.  But he had prayed with every ounce of his being that his friends might…and Selah.  (What an, er, surprise to find out she was the Empress and could take care of herself rather well without him.)  And now, for a few seconds out of his most ardent dreams, she lay quietly in his arms, their hearts inches from each other, their bodies curled protectively together.
 
   It couldn’t last, of course, and in a very short time, she had murmured something and drew away from him, leaving a cold spot where her body had lain.
 
   “Are you all right?” he asked thickly. 
 
   “Yes.”  
 
   He coughed, throat closing with the dust hanging in the air.  It was still thick with it; maybe there hadn’t been that much time that had passed.
 
   She moved completely away from him and he could hear her scrabbling amongst the rocks—it was very strange having no visual input at all.  And then, wonder of wonders, she plucked just the right rock and a faint ray of light shot across the ruined passageway.  They looked at each other in delight, faces blurry with the dimness and the heavy, clogged air.  He rose to join her on the big pile of rubble and was brought up short in agony.  His calf!  Pain like the worst Charlie horse in the world shot up his leg.  He bent quickly to rub it out and found a goose egg the size of an orange rising off the back of his leg.  
 
   She was at work, moving rocks with deft haste away from the roof, letting more and more light in, and he hobbled awkwardly to help.
 
   “Where’s the light coming from?” he panted after a few minutes.  They almost had enough rocks out of the way to push their bodies through.  
 
   “There,” she said laconically, pointing through the hole they’d made.  He had to lean his head down to get the right angle.  On the other side of the cave-in, the passage ceiling had been fissured and was letting in light from the outside as if from another, dimly remembered world.  In a few short minutes, after scrabbling their way through the hole, they were looking at it from the other side.  It was far too narrow to allow passage, and the light filtering weakly down to them seemed to come from a long way away.  The crack stretched away from them down the passageway’s roof, more a teasing glimpse of freedom than path of escape, but at least it was a source of light.  They were still attached to their food and water, but the torches were buried under piles of rock.  They had no way to light them anyway.
 
   It didn’t even occur to them to not continue.  The cave-in kept them from going back the way they’d come even if they wanted to, and there was certainly nothing in the immediate vicinity to make them want to settle down and starve to death.  Food and water would run out before long, but hope is a funny, impractical thing.  
 
   When the light faded hours later, they rested, munching on distinctly dust-flavored buns and gritty raisins.  Once past the cave-in, the passageway had continued almost indistinguishable from the one they’d been in, only the split in the ceiling overhead a reminder that things were definitely different on this side of the chamber of the gods.
 
   “They’re really gone?” Ari asked, stewing over it.  That had been a very revealing few minutes, in that chamber.  Some of the things he’d heard defied belief.  Some weren’t even decipherable.  When she mumbled an affirmative, he said, “They’ve been just men…all along.  All these centuries.  Pulling the wool over everyone’s eyes.”  It was inexplicable to him, men with such power, and then men with such power that had used it the way they had.  All those Ages of War…
 
   “Why hasn’t Il done something about this before now?” he asked suddenly.  “How many centuries has it been clear that the gods weren’t going to play fair?  How could He just let this go on?”
 
   “He is much farther-sighted than we, Ari.  It’s pretty ludicrous for us to try and condense even a couple days into a nice, pat little chunk of time we feel we understand, never mind millennia.  In the end,” she said, “the ultimate answer to why He doesn’t destroy evil is because He wishes so desperately for everyone to come to know Him.  Even the gods He bears no ill will, and had they repented and turned to Him even in their last moments…He would have welcomed them.”  Her voice was sad, but he didn’t feel any sorrow at all.  The Whiteblades were gone because of the gods.
 
   “So He just lets evil go on and on and on…” Ari said.  He couldn’t really believe that—the God that he had come to know, that was so full of love and forgiveness…how could it be the same One that let misery just drag on continuously?
 
   “Well,” she said, “let us consider those beings that DO just get rid of people that aren’t perfect or don’t fit their idea of it.  Hm.  That would be humans.  The gods, for instance.”  Silence fell.  He was still feeling rebellious.  “Ari,” she said, low, persuasive, and well aware of his mood, “He is not a God that we can understand.  He doesn’t fit into any of our preconceived notions like a nice, neat little story.  His whole essence is about shocking us with His love, upending our lives with His glory, giving us more than we can possibly imagine or wish for…and taking away, and allowing pain and sorrow and suffering to hone the edges of our spirits.  Were He a static, comfortable sort of distant presence, how would we ever grow and stretch into greatness, yearn for holiness, know the deep, soaring joy of Truth?”
 
   He chewed blackly at his dust-impregnated bread.  Verrena was right.  Il had turned his world upside down.  
 
   They walked all the next day with their eyes on the seam of rock overhead, hoping it would widen.  Ari refused to think about this passageway ending in a blank wall or another cave in or going on into infinity while they ran out of sustenance—though his subconscious was doing a fine job with it.  His dreams were rank with a helpless panic he refused to acknowledge awake.
 
   When they stopped that night, his leg was aching almost unbearably.  Selah ran an expert, soothing hand over the knot, shaking her head.  “You’ve torn one of your major tendons pretty badly.  It’s going to take a long time to heal.”  She looked up at him in sympathy, standing close in the gloom, and it took everything in his power not to sweep her into his arms and permanently attach his lips to hers.  
 
   Clearing his throat, he backed against the nearby wall and sat down.  She settled opposite him, unfortunately out of the thin light, rummaging in the rapidly collapsing sack for food.
 
   To keep his mind off her lips, he said with studied casualness, “One thing I don’t understand…” 
 
   “Just one?” she was smiling in the dark.  He could feel it.  He was sure he could feel every move she made.
 
   “How did I get here?”
 
   She chuckled.  “The usual way, I assume.  You grew up around animals, Ari, you know the way these things work.”
 
   His face went scarlet in the dark.  “No!” he said quickly, “I mean…what you said in there when you introduced me.  What Rheine told me…”  
 
   “How you can be the offspring, many generations removed, of a disembodied man?” she said seriously, and sighed.  “I’m not sure I have the answer.  We know Raemon was an absolute lecher—his craving for that particular benefit of the flesh was well-documented.  The gods had figured out how to hear thoughts, how to send power through inanimate stones, how to appear to anyone in the Realms—they had that desk with buttons in their chamber, though they had no legs to reach it or fingers to move the switches—so I assume Raemon could figure out how to get a woman to conceive with his child.  For a short space of time, no more than a couple hundred years, he became fixated on the idea of having a son, a ‘demi-god’ he termed it.  Who knows why.  He was one of the vainest, most self-glorifying monsters I’ve ever had the displeasure of spending five hundred years with.”
 
   “Well, the problem was that Raemon had changed the women of his people, ‘touched their wombs’ is how their language sums it up.  Tarqinas didn’t have anything but multiple-infant births.  Six, seven, eight, nine, ten children at a time became the norm.  To the point that quadruplets became the sign of unhealthy breeding capacity and those women usually nobly offered up as sacrifice.  So, Raemon’s offspring almost instantly became an out-of-control endeavor.  I think he was picturing a single child to raise up, one that would have a son of his own, who would in turn bear a son, etc.  Well, when his first try resulted in six children, four of which were boys, he was in a dilemma.  He didn’t want four sons, and no girls at all, but one just couldn’t callously dispose of excess demi-gods if one wanted the rest of one’s society to honor such creatures.  So he had to come up with an excuse and then killed off that whole batch—he had a bestial disregard for human life, which he was so good as to pass on to his people.”  Her voice was wryly bitter.  Ari missed the torch, missed being able to see her face and look into her eyes.
 
   “Then he started over, carefully fixing it so that he produced just one boy.  However.  One of the girls from the first batch had been spirited away…by some fool priest who thought he could use a demi-god as a political tool.  He carefully controlled her breeding, and for centuries the highest ranking priest—back then it was a priestess that served Raemon directly and all the men sort of fought among themselves for the other positions of power—kept this line going, kept track of all the individuals spawned from it.  But boy did the ’Shard come alive when Raemon found out.”
 
   “How did he not know?” Ari asked.  “Wasn’t this all going on right under his nose?”
 
   “In a sense,” she allowed.  “Though he was pretty busy warring with the Realms, and to be honest, he doesn’t really pay that much attention to the Tarq.  But he was forced to when one of the illegitimate individuals stumbled into one of these restricted access halls.  I can only assume they were built when the gods walked as men…there’s no other reason for them to be here and only those with the blood of the gods can get into them.  Well, the poor kid had no idea what he was doing; it was a complete accident.  The Tarq didn’t even know this alternate web of passages existed.  But the gods were convinced it was a plot by Raemon’s out-of-control people and forced him to do something about it.  I feel he must have been alarmed at least a little himself,” Selah drawled.  “You know now how effective most of their dealings with Raemon were; I’m pretty sure they couldn’t have persuaded him if he didn’t want to be.” 
 
    “Well, the official histories relate to us that ‘Raemon repented of his ways,’ a fluffy euphemism for the single-minded hunt for and extermination of well over a thousand people.  He stayed away from human women after that, but somehow, the search for Gaermon, (which means ‘of the blood of Raemon’), went on and on and on and they kept finding one here and one there and another secreted away in Skoline, and another in the slave pits at Czagaroth…This went on for centuries.  Personally, I suspect they became even more valuable as potential tools, so that those ambitious enough and hungry enough for power dared to hide one away now and then.  It was a mess.  Raemon became so infuriated at the inability to clear the whole thing up that it became a capital offense—meaning a trip straight to the altar of sacrifice—to be found hiding or protecting a Gaermon.”
 
   “So my mother…” Ari said heavily.  This was unreal.
 
   “She found out that she was…” Selah said, in a much gentler voice.  “Most of them weren’t told, since the idea was to use them.  You didn’t want them getting ideas about themselves.  But she discovered it when she was sold to a Skoliner—the Tarq that sold her insisted on keeping the young she was still nursing, though the new owner wanted them all.  She was pretty strong-willed, according to what Rheine found out, leaving her batch of children to pursue a very slim hope of sanctuary for just one, the eldest.”
 
   “I have brothers and sisters?” he cried.  He wasn’t sure he was happy about that, given the lifestyle of the average Tarq.  What would they talk about?
 
   But Selah was quiet for several seconds, and he realized he was being stupid.  They would not have let them live.  “Rheine thinks she ran—which is a crime punishable by death in Swamp Town—because she knew she was found out.  That the Sheelmen were coming for her.”
 
   Silence fell.  Images ran in tortured circles through his head, his imagination insisting on providing him with pictures of things he’d never wanted to know.  He came from inhuman stock.  
 
   “Was Perraneaus really under Raemon’s spell?” he asked quietly, remembering another confusing little tidbit from their chat with the gods and wanting to change the subject.
 
   “Mm.  It was most fortuitous, that earthquake.  We’d never been able to get our hands on the Coffer, and to have it right there, and then the confusion available to actually destroy it…I think Kai saw me do it, though.”  Her voice was pensive in the thick dark.
 
   “But if Perraneus wasn’t still…uh, entranced by the time of the Kingsmeet,” Ari said quickly, hardly wanting her to be dwelling on thoughts of Kai just now, “then why did he make his predictions anyway?”
 
   A rich moment of silence fell.  “There are other powers than Il’s in the world,” she said quietly into it, her voice velvety strong, “and though all are lesser and seek to destroy those who use them, the power is real enough.  Perraneus truly foresaw the future—though everyone misconstrued Raemon as the wielder of the destruction to come—and he gave his life to warn the Realms.” 
 
   He thought of the oily light of Raemon’s triele, of his own fear of that darkness coming to invade his own being, seize control of him.
 
   “I thought I would go mad,” he admitted into the silence.  “When I found out—I thought to be a Tarq meant I’d lose my mind…turn into a man-killing monster.”  He felt a little foolish, a little uncertain about saying the words out loud, but why not?  At this stage of the game, why not?
 
   When she chortled at him, he looked up surprised and half-offended, which was immediately swept away by a feeling of such buoyant normalcy that he wanted to laugh.
 
   “People who are going mad don’t usually worry about the trip, Ari,” she said.  “You were dealing with an enormous psychological shock…a temporary upset which has been mistaken by many for a permanent state.  As with everything that focuses us inwards, the relief is found outwards.”
 
   That would have made no sense to the Ari wandering in turmoil through the jungles of Cyrrh, but it did now.  Verrena’s words came drifting back to him.  “I had to look up,” he muttered, lying down wearily.  Heartsore for the Followers, leg pounding out a rhythm of pain, his inner body was still at such peace as he never knew could be.  
 
   “The Imperial 45th is here, your Majesty.”
 
   Kane waved his hand absently, not even looking up from the sandtable.  “Put them over by Finnansterne, where the action’s the lightest, and tell them they’ve saved the day,” he rumbled, voice rough from the smoky air.  The Sheelmen had had good success so far with setting the Daphenian plains on fire—repeatedly.  Most of the Knights bore some evidence of this, running around with singed beards or blackened armor and smelling like a campfire.
 
   The King of the Eastern Seas grabbed a gorgeously carved pewter figurine from the supply at hand, adding it to the battle plan laid out before him in the sand.  It was painted like a Northern infantryman, and he forgot about it as soon as his fingers left it.  Imperial troops weren’t the most resolute creatures ever to grace the Realms, which they made up for with their vast and unbreachable sense of self-satisfaction, but for decency’s sake every soldier headed to die should be told he was a hero while doing it.  Androssan could have sent a whole half regiment and it wouldn’t have made any difference.  Kane’d heard the western flank was as hard-pressed as he was, but that was hard to imagine—the numbers it would take to keep up that kind of pressure on both flanks…well, the thought was enough to curl your beard.
 
   Thoughtfully, he fingered the Lance figurine, complete with a faux sapphire, mind dwelling on the actual one while he toyed with it.  There hadn’t been so much as a twinkle out of the Sapphire, despite the fact that after five hundred years with nothing to do, you’d think Vangoth would be a little more interested in the current proceedings.  Kane edged the figure first in front of the Chevron of the Stone—if they were going out, they really should do it in a glorious charge—then back behind the Steelmists Chevron, which had to be seeing the most action of the entire allied forces right now.
 
                 Kane suddenly heard the Lance Knight himself being announced, as if he’d been conjured up, and within moments Alaunus came pounding up on that powerful, flea-bitten red roan that he liked so much.  It had a mane and tail and flowing fetlocks the color of dirty dishwater, was wall-eyed, and had a thick, ugly scar roiling on one flank…but then, Alaunus wasn’t much to look at either.
 
                 He dismounted stiffly, favoring his off arm, which had a thick black crust over the hand hanging off the end of it.  His limp was even more pronounced, weary as he surely was from fighting through the night, but the gleam in his eye was the same.
 
                 Kane grunted at him in greeting and his old friend took a moment to glance at the sandtable.  
 
                 “Kanarron’s got so many holes in his Chevron you could use it as a sieve,” the Knight finally croaked out by way of report.  Even his formidable vocal cords were getting strained by the gritty air and the demands of bellowing over steelsong and screaming horses and men.  He pointed a sausage-shaped, stubby finger at the Stone Chevron, the Merranic Center.  “And he’s flush compared to the left.”
 
                 “How long?” Kane asked, narrowing his eyes, more to gauge the Steeds’ strength than to make any kind of plans of relief.
 
                 Alaunus met his eyes.  “An hour.  Maybe.”
 
                 Kane, whose reports had been indicating something along these cataclysmic lines, nodded.  “We’ll need to form up for the Final Charge, then—”
 
                 “I got an idea,” Alaunus interrupted him.  The shaggy reddish head swung up, eyes dancing with mischief.  “Let’s retreat.”
 
                 Kane looked at him like the smoke inhalation was fogging up his brain.  The eyes were sharp and shrewd as ever, though, and you didn’t wield the Sapphire Lance by being stupid.  He grunted, translatable into words as, “What do you have in mind?”
 
                 “Steelmists almost has that powder ready—up there at the Prow.  His Chevron will feint a retreat, back as far as we can get as fast as we can get.”  The finger was back, hovering over the sandtable where the chunk of Ethammer that was representing the Prow dominated the eastern edge.   
 
                 He paused and Kane said narrowly, “Even if the Enemy take the bait, we don’t have enough strength in the Stone Chevron to pinch them off or even close off  their flanks.”
 
                 Alaunus had been bending over and now he straightened—with a handful of pebbles.
 
                 “Nay,” he growled rakishly, “But the Enemy will pour into that hole right around the base of the Prow, all along its sides and hopefully we’ll even get a nice surge of interest out there in front…”  He dumped the pebbles over the pewter figures of the Steelmists Chevron, streaming them around the chunk of rock and meeting his King’s eye with a wolfish grin.
 
                 Kane grinned back at him, nodding slowly as the plan seeped in.  “Do it.”
 
                 For a second they paused, knowing in the way of men who make battle that they’d never see each other again.  They gripped elbows with enough force to crush a beer tankard, solid and fast.
 
                 Kane cleared his throat as they stepped apart, gesturing at the charred hand, which was oozing a nasty, thin blood now.
 
                 Alaunus shrugged, moving back over to his wall-eyed Steed and remounting.  “One of the young Knights caught fire.”  He huffed into his saddle, settling with snapping eyes and a grin behind the dirty beard.  “He was finding it a bit distracting.”
 
                 Kane watched him go.  He wasn’t pretty, but he had the biggest, truest heart of any man he’d ever known.  Merrani would miss him.
 
                 If there was a Merrani left after the pebbles got done invading.   
 
   “Why me?” Rodge demanded.  “Why ME?”  The frozen earth was completely insensible to his pounding, the spade barely denting the surface.  “Idiots!” he ranted.  “All the minds in the Imperial Army, and they pick these for the job?”
 
   The surveyors had surveyed, the engineers had taken notes, calculated, and dug the hole—and then the imbecile in charge had decided to hold off until the Enemy got closer.  Then he decided to fill the hole with powder, the approaching masses of Sheelmen finally qualifying as a threat; then he decided they weren’t quite a threat, and held off again.  Then he’d gotten killed, the powder had gotten wet from the ground sweating under the sheet that had been thrown over it to protect it, and the long rope leading to it was frozen solid.  Now, of course, the Enemy were a real threat.  Loren had woken him this morning with urgent pleas; they were about to be overrun, the powder wasn’t working, there were no dry ropes for fifty leagues, and apparently he was the only one in the Empire capable of doing anything about it.
 
   Loren came panting up.  “Hurry, Rodge!” he begged.  He was keeping watch with the small task force Banion had sent with them.  “I think they’ve found a way up here!”
 
   “Dig this!” Rodge pointed at the ground, disgusted with the whole disordered mess.  He was about tired of all this chaotic warring, of Sheelmen popping into his dreams at night and the memory of the smells and the sounds of the Hall of Sacrifices accosting him at odd moments through the day.
 
   Loren began flaying the ground with the spade with much better results.  Slightly appeased, Rodge got his powder and the lone dry rope for fifty leagues readied for action.  They both looked up sharply, though, at a rumbling from the trail from below.  Fortunately, as they weren’t set up to fend off an attack force, it was only Banion and a few of his Knights.
 
   Although, the Knight of the Steelmists, seated on a destrier the size of a tent, was no little thing.  The warsteeds were enormous; Rodge could literally barely see over their withers.  Their hoof prints were as big as dinner plates.  Banion’s was no exception, a steel grey monster that came clopping up to them like an equine thunderstorm.  The whole ledge shook under his hooves.  
 
   “How’s it coming?” Banion inquired solicitously.  None of the Merranics seemed disturbed that, statistically, they were doomed.  Rodge looked up at him dourly.  “Oh, it’s great.  Are you certain nobody else in the entire allied forces could dig a hole and pour powder into it?” 
 
   “I wanted only the best,” Banion rumbled soothingly.  He’d been bladed, steel having slipped through the seams of his armored legs, and there was rusty-looking blood all over that side of him.  The Knights hadn’t slept all night, being busy with Enemy, but Rodge figured all those days dozing in the saddle on their journey with Ari had stocked him up.  He certainly didn’t look tired.  
 
   There was shouting from the small force keeping watch, and Loren dropped the shovel like it was a hot potato and sprinted over to them.  Banion urged his huge horse after him, and Rodge, happy to be away from all the drippy, smelly, looming horse flesh, carefully started pouring powder.  There was lots of shouting, but by now he was pretty good at ignoring it.  Merranics were an excitable bunch, especially when it came to Tarq.
 
   But he did look up when the warsteed thundered back over, mostly because it was impossible to ignore.
 
   “Now!” Banion shouted at him.  He had his sword out and looked absolutely terrifying, running up on him like that.  The horse came to a shuddering, jolting halt barely a yard or so away, half-pivoting as Banion yanked at the reins.  “They’ve found a way up!” he bellowed.  “Right under this ledge!  Now’s the time, my boy!”  He was obviously having a splendid time, but Rodge, looking past him, saw Tarq appearing warily at the far edge of the ledge.  LOTS of them.
 
   He rose awkwardly to his feet, knees half frozen from the ground.  And then Rodge, who eight months ago had fainted at the sight of a mysterious stranger collapsing in his dorm room, looked irritably at the hordes of Enemy massing not twenty-five yards away.  “I can’t work like this, Banion.  People will be all over this place in a few seconds, disturbing the rope, bleeding all over the powder—I think we better forget it.”
 
   “Nay, we’ll hold them off!” the Jarl bellowed encouragingly, insistently cheerful.
 
   “There’s like 800 billion of them,” Rodge told him bracingly.  “You’re not going to be able—”
 
   “Aye, but they’ve all got to come through that little opening, a couple dozen at a time,” Banion said, dropping his voice to one of guttural glee, gesturing with his sword, and winking outrageously.  “We can give you as long as you need.” 
 
   “All right,” Rodge sighed.  “You go.  Hold them off.”  
 
   With a roar that made Rodge jump about a foot in the air, the Knight whirled his steed, charging headlong across the short space separating him from his quarry.  His countrymen were already engaged and shouts and cries and clashing swords formed the background music to Rodge’s deft final arrangements.  Carefully, he ran the rope out, laying down flat at the far end of it and bringing out his flint with numb fingers.  He blew on them urgently, just to get them warm enough to hold the fire-making materials.  Finally, a spark caught the frayed ends of the rope.  Rodge took a quick check to make sure everyone was still on the far side of the ledge, then focused on the rope, blowing gently, encouraging the tender flame like a mother with a child.  He murmured soothingly, fighting the urge to get up and walk with it along its path.  Banion had coated the fibers with something he called ‘enflamer’ but it still wasn’t moving very fast.  Anxiously, Rodge watched the flame’s desultory progress, eyes shifting between it and the action at the edge of his vision.  Loren, healed up from his nasty cut at the Sheelshard, now thought he was one of the Heroes and was ground-fighting in with all the Merranics.  Rodge rolled his eyes, continuing the motion back to the rope.  Agonizingly, the flame crawled across the open space, finally but a yard away.  Then mere inches.  It had gone in to the powder…
 
   Rodge held his breath as time seemed to congeal.  Nothing was happening.  Was it wet?  Had the flame gone out?  Not enough oxygen—
 
   It blew.
 
   The next several minutes were gone forever.  He never could remember them; he just knew that when he came to, it was absolutely silent.  Blearily, he raised his head, focusing first on his hands.  They’d been showered with dirt and pegged so hard with debris that there were several spots of blood on them.  The ledge in front of him was gone.  Empty air where yards and yards of dirt had once stoutly lain.  There was still a heavy cloud of dust out there, but not thick enough to have just occurred.  He’d been out for a while.
 
   Groggily, he looked around, and then jerkily clambered to his feet.  Where the fighting had been off to his side was quiet, too, and completely changed.  There was no more scrubby brush, no more Tarq, no more Merranics.  The ledge had been sheared off and part of the cliff face had come down.  He moved as quickly as he could, alarmed but too unbalanced to move faster.  Something was off with his equilibrium.  
 
   He stopped anxiously at the eastern edge, scanning the huge slope of pure rubble stretching away before him toward the sea.  It was massive, the occasional bodies sticking out of it looking like toys.  Horrified, he ran his eyes over everyone he could find, wishing he’d kept Banion’s spyglass, wishing he’d known there’d been fault lines extending half-way round the mountain, wishing a dozen things in retrospect that were too late to change now.
 
   There was Loren!  Relief flooded over him like the wave motion of blue light.  Signaling like an overdramatic idiot, he was yards and yards and yards down the slope, laboriously making his way back up.  How he had survived being thrown all the way down there, Rodge could only chalk up to pure, dumb luck.
 
   He suddenly remembered Banion and began to search again, shading his eyes against the glare of the weak sun that was finally burning through some of the clouds.  He couldn’t believe it when a sound, a groan, caught his ear, and he turned to see Banion lying not five yards away!
 
   Hurriedly, he clambered over to him.  He was half-buried under rocks, and there was a horrid dent the size of Rodge’s head in his chest armor, but he was alive!
 
   “Banion!  Banion!” Rodge shook him excitedly, and with a louder groan, the Knight came to, slowly opening his eyes.  He looked terrible, face white under his beard, lips bloodless, but he focused on Rodge.  
 
   “We did it!” Rodge crowed at him, knowing that would invigorate him.  “It worked!”
 
   A faint smile appeared through the beard.  “Did we?” he said, very softly.  “Did it get the Tarq below?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I didn’t check.”  He wasn’t very excited, Rodge thought, for the size of their accomplishment.
 
   “Go check,” Banion breathed.  His brows dipped, face contorting for a minute.  He was being really subdued for a Merranic, but then, Rodge figured, he had a boulder the size of his horse resting on his lower legs.  How in the world were they going to dig him out?  Rodge scrambled away over the rocks, his coordination improving so that by the time he reached flat ground he could manage a trot.  The edge was close, and he approached it warily.  Who knew how fragile this fresh bit was.  Leaning carefully over, he saw with glee that the avalanche of rock had collapsed onto an area bigger than he’d ever dreamed!  For leagues out into the battlefield, once swarming with Tarq, there was now only rock and rubble.    Nothing moved, only dust drifting hazily through the cold air.  Off to his right, he could see battle paused far down the line to the west, shocking, thrilling acres buried under mounds of rubble in that direction, too.    Any movements there were small and scarce—the men were probably stunned from the blast.
 
   Grinning, he backed carefully away, then jumped up and made his way back to the Knight.  
              “Massive destruction!” he crowed in delight as he drew nearer.  “Fell right on thousands of ‘em, all over the plains!”  There was no answer, and Rodge paused as he jumped the last little bit down to the Knight’s side.
 
   “Banion?” Rodge’s grin faded.  He wasn’t moving.  Had he passed out again?
 
   “Banion!” he cried, loud and stimulating, reaching out to smack the bearded face to bring him around.  His eyes looked funny.  They weren’t moving at all under the half-closed lids.  Not only did he not respond to the slap, but his big hand, which had been resting on his caved-in chest armor, slipped quietly off and landed with a soft thud in the dirt.
 
   Rodge stared at that hand for a long minute, and then suddenly he was screaming, “Banion!  Banion!” and pounding on the huge arm next to him and shaking the enormous shoulders and slapping the still face.  But there was nothing.  And when Loren reached him, he was still yelling the Knight’s name, over and over and over. 
 
   Kai danced easily, blades spinning without thought like extensions of his hands.  Life and death met and parted at the ends of them in endless waves of numbers.  It wasn’t the life a wise man would choose, but it was the one that had been given to him and he was very good at it.
 
   A bloodhawk’s incoming scream rent the air and he ducked swiftly.  They were also good at what they did, but they weren’t real careful about their targets when the battle fury was on them.  The Tarq behind him, of slower reflexes, took the full brunt of the creature’s onslaught.  His shrieks of terror and pain distracted some of Kai’s foes, and he narrowed his eyes as the dance quickened in the face of their laxity.  
 
   They did not fight as Tarq.  It was a hundred small details like the reaction to the bloodhawk that had him noticing it.  The Tarq of old were pretty immune to pain and fear.  It was partly their mindless intensity that had been so chilling, as if nothing could affect them, as if their numbers would go on forever and they would never stop until the whole world was ablaze.   They would stand and be run through if the arm holding their blade was taken.  Now they would scream, horror in their eyes.  He’d even seen some turn and pick up discarded spears or axes in desperation—swordsmen, who knew no other weapon but firearrows.  There was craftiness in their brilliant eyes now, where before they’d shone dully with only blank certainty.
 
   They fought better than ever, but it was not as unnerving.
 
   The battlefield had changed in the wake of the dragon deaths.  Kai had sensed it as soon as the great beasts had sunk defensively to their bellies.  He’d been deep in the field and had been pushing both Northerners and Drae hard to take advantage of the Tarqs’ distraction—it was as if the Enemy were waiting for the outcome of the dragon advance.  And he felt it keenly when desperation had settled over them as their fire devils stalled out…when those enormous bulks had finally keeled over, to be settled on almost instantly by hundreds of carrion eaters happy to get a good meal in the middle of winter.  
 
   The Sheelmen, who had previously fought so thoughtlessly, so uncaring of strategy…now swung their steel with renewed fervor, striving with the impassioned desperation of those whose plan had failed…almost as if they had thought the dragons had been their best chance to breach the North.
 
   A sudden longing swept over him, as sometimes happened when the constant tide of death seemed to wash up against the soul, the dreary need to defend, to constantly fight the   never-ending, tireless forces of the Destroyer.  It was for the Empire that he longed, the Empire and all her devoted ring of Border Realms…that she might be claimed by Light, that there might be dominion over her by mercy and peace and by love.  What did the Destroyer want with her but to ruin her industry and her innovation and her bright, lively beauty?  
 
   Keep her, he prayed.  Keep her from the rapine of darkness and despair.  
 
   Then, abruptly, like a curtain lifting, he realized what lay behind the anxious determination of this strange new Enemy.  The dead, relentless, mindless assaulting that was their trademark was completely gone.  They knew they were going to lose; they saw now, with eyes cleared of Raemon’s fog, that the resolve of the north was greater than their own.  
 
   That their will could not vanquish the hearts of the defenders.
 
   He barely had time for the surge of triumph and gratitude, because the very real necessities of staying alive intruded.  He had danced into one of those pockets of intensity that can be found on any battlefield.  Abruptly the center of considerable attention, his instincts of self-preservation soared into preeminence.  He parried blades and knocked aside spear thrusts, using steel, elbows, feet and legs to try and loosen the tightening circle about him.  But it grew thicker, the numbers around him greater than he had ever faced before—he was going to have to break.  
 
   It was not a move particularly favored by the Drae, having overtones of fleeing, but neither was it unknown.  Especially with the tactics of the Enemy.  One of their favorites was just this:  simply overwhelm the opponent with bodies, even if they were dead bodies, until he could be brought down and torched.
 
   But just as Kai made his break, throwing himself through the ranks of men before they got too thick for it, he felt an axe take him in the back.  Screaming agony shot through his body, his legs instantly going numb.  The shock was so great and so far beyond what he could control that both blades dropped from his nerveless hands.  Immediately, the press of Tarq bore him down, their weight holding him, twisting his body so that the hot torture of his wound nearly took his mind from him.
 
   Vaguely, as if from a great distance, he was aware they were fumbling at his feet, but any residual sense of panic of being trapped, of knowing what was in store for him, was washed away by the searing pain that consumed his mind.  Drae were practical about death, anyway.  It came to all men; what separated them was to which Eternal Kingdom they owed their allegiance, and which King would meet them at the portals of forever.
 
   He was aware, remotely, of the strong, chemical smell of enflamer.  Then, as his mind left him, the faint smell of smoke.  But he was in a place where such things could no longer bother him.  There, just in front of him, was little Trinki, Traive’s niece, her tiny face smiling.  She was saying something—she was full of unintelligible knowledge—and she wanted him to come with her.  Her golden curls dancing in the breeze, big green eyes smiling, she held out her imperious little hand.  Almost he could make out her words.  Very gently, so that he didn’t hurt her, he took the soft hand and rose.  He had no wound, no pain, nothing but eyes for the little gold head beneath him and the little hand in his big one.  Chattering up at him with her sweet, tireless face upturned, she led him slowly away. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 45
 
    
 
   The fissure in the ceiling was growing broader.  Ari was sure of it.  The days were bright with sun and at night he was sure he could see stars.  But the keen, soaring, rather desperate anticipation waned when the crack began to close in again, long before it grew wide enough for even Selah to squeeze her way up to the surface.
 
   He was discouraged, having tasted hope, but she was as blithe as ever, imperturbable.  He was quite sure, if asked, she would refer to the mysterious ways of Il, so he didn’t ask.  Actually, he preferred to think it himself.  Life was completely different now that he knew that consuming peace, that transcendent Light.
 
   So the crack got narrower and narrower, and finally one day when their food stores were down to only a few shriveled apples and onions, it closed altogether.  They slowed for a minute, staring into the impenetrable blackness in front of them, then Ari resolutely took Selah’s strong, capable little hand and reached his other one out to trace the near wall.  There hadn’t been a branching or intersection since the cave-in, and the walls and floors were still smooth, so he was just going to assume it would stay that way.  He felt Selah’s hand pull a little in his, then heard the sound of her hand dragging on the opposite wall.
 
   They walked like that for a long time.  Hours passed.  It was so dark, he was almost afraid to stop, like the motion kept him from having to think about it.  But just when his stomach started to cramp and complain with emptiness, his hand, numb from the hours of unchanging sensory input, ran into an obstruction.  
 
   “I found something!” he said, at almost the same time she cried, “Here!”  They let go of each other, feeling up their respective walls.  “It’s a piece of timber,” he told her quickly, “running up over my head out of reach and to the floor, maybe 4" x 4".”
 
   “Mine, too.  Hang on, I’m going to—” She stopped abruptly.
 
   “What?” he said quickly.  “Selah!” he cried when she didn’t answer immediately.
 
   “I’m here,” she said slowly.  “Ari…the passageway ends.”  Her voice was very calm, which was helpful because he felt panic begin to crawl up his insides before her words had even died away.  Fervently re-interested in the lumber he’d just discovered, he ran his hands the full height of it again, then along the wall towards the end of the passage.  He didn’t have far to go…it was right there barely a yard or so away.  They would have found it with their noses if the wood hadn’t sidetracked them. 
 
   “Ari!” she cried in sudden animation, “there’s a lever!”
 
   He moved over to her, standing perhaps technically closer than he needed to, but, hey, these were times of extremes.  He followed her arm with his fingers, tracing it to where her hand rested on a short length of metal.  It was attached to a longer piece that was embedded into the lumber for as far over his head as he could feel.  Testing it gingerly, he felt it give downwards, but nothing happened.
 
   “Ready?” he said softly.
 
   “Pull it,” she whispered.
 
   He yanked down.
 
   Blinding light flashed down on them from above, though there was no sound but a heavy whooshing sort of air movement.  A strong draught seemed to catch at them, and Ari threw his body across Selah’s.
 
   But nothing else happened.  He blinked, looking down to see Selah in full light, luminous eyes staring over his shoulder with a smile growing in them.  He whirled and looked up and began to laugh.  She joined in, a rich, infectious, happy sound that bounced around inside his heart for the rest of his life.
 
   It was a trap door to the surface.  An enormous one, several yards in diameter, propped up over their heads and supported by the bracings they’d found, as well as a construction of several others out of their reach.  In Selah’s wall a wooden ladder had been built, sunk into the rock.  
 
   Grinning at each other, unable to believe their good fortune, they climbed joyfully out of their prison.  The trapdoor opened at the entrance to a cave, the familiar dark closeness stretching back behind them, and in front of them—
 
   Ari blinked, huge grin slowly replaced by slack-faced wonder.
 
   The White Oak.  He stared at it for several seconds, unable to process what he was seeing.  Its bare, white branches thrust in winter beauty toward the chill blue sky, the ground around it littered with greyish white leaves and old, maroon-colored acorns.  All around him the pale, frosted-looking grass and bushes and trees of the Silver Hills glowed pale in a weak winter sun.  It was impossibly bright after the caves—actually it seemed impossible altogether.  It had been so long ago…when they’d been so frightened of the Mohrgs, when Selah had been just a dirty orphan and Melkin had been irritated at Sable for interrupting their quest with the Kingsmeet…when the Whiteblades were a secret joy of his childhood and no one but the Rach and the odd Fox even thought Zkag was real. 
 
   “I always wondered what this cave was used for,” Selah mused a few feet away.  “It’s as perfectly smooth as that warren we’ve been in…”
 
   He swallowed, coming back to the present and aware of the sudden heady joy of being alive.  His face split into its ridiculous grin again.  Trees!  Grass!  Fresh air and bird song and the sound of running water somewhere!  After those interminable weeks with only rock and dust and stale, dark air—it was bliss to be free again.  Selah glanced over at him in perfect understanding.
 
   “Well,” he said, almost jubilant.  Anything seemed possible now.  Il had delivered them!  “Where to now?”
 
   She walked past him, heading toward the White Oak and the trail they’d scurried so anxiously down those months ago.  “Let us see if we can find the Armies—for the love of Il, I pray they are ready…”
 
   Ari felt like a buffoon as he jumped belatedly after her.  A small, insignificant one.  It came back to him in a rush, the great danger awaiting the Realms, awaiting his friends.  Traive, Kai, Banion, even Melkin, were all warriors.  They would be fighting, might have already started while he was wandering moon-eyed around under the Sheel.
 
   Selah let him set the pace, as fast as he could hobble, and they traveled a good distance before night settled in.  Then there was a campfire, a nice, normal blaze that wasn’t tinged with the smell of burning flesh or rancid with the grease of the Sheelmen torch.  Selah found some tubers and they roasted them into a gloriously sizzling paragon of fresh vegetable delight.  Ari couldn’t remember when anything had tasted so good, couldn’t remember the stars ever being so bright or the breeze so fresh.  It was chilly, though the tunnels had been none too warm as of late, and he happily built up a blaze to ward it off along with any random Mohrgs.
 
   It was the last time for a very long time that he was so conscious of peace.
 
   The next day, just after noon, they turned a corner in the trail and Ari was assaulted by a wave of nausea.  “UHGG!” he cried, pulling his tattered blouse up over his nose and screwing his face up.  “What is that smell?!”  He could hardly stand up, it was so powerful.  It was making his eyes water.
 
   But Selah didn’t answer, didn’t make any sound at all, actually, and when he glanced over at her through squinted eyes, he forgot his theatrics and straightened up.  She had a look on her face even odder than the one in the gods’ chamber.  One so far away, so unapproachable, so full of sorrow…from eyes that spoke of untold horrors, through countless years.  It was deeply disquieting, that ancient, jaded look in a face so young and unlined.
 
   “What is it?” Ari asked.
 
   It took her a long moment to answer, and when she did, it was in a voice he barely recognized.  
 
   “A battlefield.”
 
   The smell haunted them for hours before its source came into view.  The Silver Hills faded off around them, the normal dead brown growth of Imperial winter gradually replacing the color-washed grasses and underbrush.  And then the trees thinned away to almost nothing, and the wide plains of Daphene spread out before them.
 
   Ari stopped, feeling his throat close up with more than just the smell, almost overpowering here in its full force.  It had been high summer when he’d last been here, the Plains one vast, endless rolling vista of green and gold, blue sky arcing above them and everything right with the world.
 
   Now, it was one endless stretch of charred brown and black, strewn everywhere with heaps of unmoving, bloated bodies.  Men, horses, and what was left of them.  Vultures rose in a cloud from the nearest pile, disturbed at their sudden appearance.  Ravens, beady-eyed and black as sin, hopped over every mound in sight, heads dipping in and then coming up to look alertly around.  Ari felt his gorge rise.
 
   “Come on,” Selah said quietly, in that bracing, calm voice.  She began to walk out into the nightmare, and Ari, to get his mind off his heaving stomach and the ghastly gore of what his eyes were registering, said, “Are we too late?  Is it all over?”  Then a truly terrifying thought occurred to him and he said hurriedly, “Have we lost?”
 
   She walked, placid and unhurried, by his side.  “I don’t know,” she said thoughtfully, like Jordan working on a tangled physics problem.  “I don’t see any women or children…”
 
   He looked around, startled.  He’d been trying not to look too closely, but after a few minutes of stomach-wrenching surveyal, he thought maybe she was right.  He also noticed that the remains of the men were either small and covered in cloth the color of Sheel—or big.  And bearded.  In chain mail.  
 
   Merranic Knights.
 
   The road curved south as it came fully out of the Hills, headed toward its meeting with the Great Southern Road, and Ari narrowed his eyes, squinting at the horizon.  Things looked…different…down there.  There were new, brown hills in the distance, a sloping heap of landscape that had been nothing but featureless plain before, like the Bitterns had grown out while he’d been busy with the gods.  In a short time, the road swerved down to run alongside the Daroe and Ari, who’d been drinking carelessly from his last waterskin in expectation of coming up on it, felt both his heart sink and his stomach rise.
 
   The wide, broad, sparkling river that he remembered was a fouled, sluggish putrescence, choked with corpses, the bank deep in trampled mud for yards out from the water.  Despair seemed to grab at him, not for the thirst he was suddenly aware of, but for all the hundreds, thousands maybe, of dead.  Were they everywhere?  Was the whole world nothing but bodies of the dead and rotting?  The unknowing was an anxious torment, concern for his friends and the fate of the Realms palming in a soundless scream at his soul.  
 
   “Well,” Selah said in delight, and he turned in surprise.  It seemed a rather inappropriate emotion, given the surroundings.
 
   But she was looking at something else, something coming down the road at them like out of a dream.  Ari cocked his head to the side, gazing at it as it approached.  It was a horse.  A live one.  No saddle, no bridle, and the most brilliant white he’d ever seen.  Of course, it didn’t have much competition for brightness in the current surroundings, but still, it seemed extraordinary.    It drew closer and that old pleasure at sight of a beautiful animal soothed some of the late horrors in his mind.  Delicate, fine-boned, beautifully proportioned, graceful as Sylvar in mid-dance, it came trotting right up to them.  Coming to a stop in front of Selah, it tossed its head, grumbling in horse whickers.  There wasn’t a single grey hair on it, even the muzzle and eyelids pure white.  The hooves were unpigmented horn.  Ari blinked, bedazzled.
 
   Selah, smiling, reached out and patted its nose and it moved forward, quietly lowering his chiseled head to lean against her.
 
   “Ari,” she said, pleased, “This is Spirit.  It’s good to see you, old friend,” she murmured.
 
   It was a Godsend, that stallion.  Not only was their faster walking pace wreaking havoc with Ari’s leg, but the leather boots he’d gotten eons ago in Lirralhisa had almost worn off his feet.  Rotted out by the Swamps then fried into jerky by the heat of the Tamarisks, they were getting pretty ineffective.  On the rocky road out of the Silver Hills, he’d been limping just from the insufficiency of the soles, nevermind the agony of his leg.  
 
   Spirit carried them both easily, even smallish Aerach that he was, and they began to cover ground in earnest.  In a way, it was a relief to be up off ground level; you didn’t feel quite so swamped by all the desolate dead.  But it had its drawbacks.  From horseback, the view expanded dramatically…and it was all full of the same.  An overwhelming, oppressive, unending world of rotting graveyard, motionless but for the birds and occasional four-footed scavengers.  The dead stretched literally as far as the eye could see.
 
   Food began to get scarce.  Everything in sight had been charred—and not so long ago that there’d been any new growth, especially here in the middle of winter.  Ari gingerly procured a knife from someone who would never need it again and used it to fashion a rough slingshot.  He was able to get a bird with it occasionally, but he wasn’t that good a shot.  And then a few days after they’d left the Silver Hills, he found a bow.  
 
   He pulled Spirit to a halt—the animal was beautifully trained—and stared at the two men that had died locked in struggle nearby.  Though their faces and torsos had been badly burned, you could still make out the mud-soaked plain cloth of the one…and the Snow and Scarlet of the other.  A few feet away lay a bow, but all that was left of the quiver and arrows was suggested by the shape of a pile of ash.
 
   “Imperial Ashbow,” he said softly, powerfully regretting the necessity that made him have to dismount and grab it.  
 
   They began to see how the troops must have been laid out, or at least how they’d been at their end, little clumps of Merranics with their colossal destriers, or an uneven line of Northern archers, or, further west,  great swathes of hundreds of Imperial Foot, forever silenced, ghostly and burnt on that great, quiet plain.
 
   And then one day they saw smoke on the horizon ahead of them.  It was midday, but the fog had just lifted enough off the Daroe that there was finally decent visibility.  Ari always hated the mornings the worst, when that fog clung in damp, clammy closeness around his shoulders, when the heaps of dead were nightmare piles of specters, when the drear, eerie mist filled his vision and crept into his mind like some pervasive, inimical smoke.  
 
   “Selah,” he alerted her, and she said, “I just noticed it.”
 
   He didn’t think they were that far off.  He urged Spirit into a smooth canter, a rolling gait that he managed with so little jar that even two people bareback had no trouble hanging on.  Within the hour, they noticed trees growing, bare but unburnt.  Brownish grass appeared in patches on the scorched ground.  And ahead the smoke grew thicker, separating into a multitude of small columns near the ground.
 
   And then, they noticed someone standing in the road.  An upright body—someone alive!  Eagerly, Ari urged the stallion to a touch more speed, lifting a hand and waving.  But though they were pounding toward him, the person made no move, not even in acknowledgment.  When they slowed, Spirit coming to a stop and blowing out his breath in a rush, he still didn’t move.
 
   “Hey, what happened here?” Ari said urgently.
 
   The man looked up in brief disinterest, then returned to gazing past them, eyes sliding uneasily over the Daroe.  He didn’t say a word.  His tattered, mud-stained uniform had only vestiges of red offering a clue to his affiliation.  One whole side of his face was an angry, blistered red, the haunted, empty eyes deep in their sockets.  He had a wad of bandaging peeking out of a bulge on his side, and old blood was in his hair and in a big stain on one shoulder and sleeve.  The hand coming out of that sleeve toyed nervously with the sword hilt at his hip.
 
   A hundred questions pushed at Ari’s lips, wanting out, but all he said was, “Is that the main camp ahead?”  No answer, though he moved his head in a spasm that may have been a nod.
 
   Ari urged the stallion on, anxiety a roiling emptiness in his belly.
 
   There was another sentry in a moment or so, staring fixedly out over the Daroe.  He barely glanced at them as they galloped by.  And then the dirty white shape of tents became visible, then individuals walking slowly around, campfires, the smell of coffee and the rank odor of latrines.  Some at least had survived!
 
   But when they finally drew up at the edge of camp, no one even looked at them.  Stunned, Ari walked the stallion through the orderly rows of tents, hailing everybody they met.  Most wouldn’t even glance at him.  It was unreal, like they were invisible.  Everybody, to the man, was bandaged or burned or both, and everybody had the same haunted look on their face as that first sentry.
 
   Suddenly, Selah’s breath hissed in his ear.  “Melkin,” she whispered and pointed.  Ari’s eyes widened and he was somehow off Spirit and racing—well, hobbling—to the man resting wearily on a barrel at the corner of a tent.  His grey head was bowed, his hand clutching a walking stick, his trousers bulging with bandage around one leg, but it was definitely Melkin.
 
   “Master Melkin!” Ari cried.  “Master Melkin!” 
 
   He looked up just as Ari came up to him, scowling for all the world like he was in his black Master’s robes and Ari was late for class.
 
   “What’s all the squalling for?” he snapped.  “Shut your trap.  Can’t you see you’re outside a hospital tent?”
 
   Ari’s face broke into a relieved grin and he sensed Selah come up beside him.  “What happened?  Where is everybody?  Is everybody all right?”
 
   Melkin’s lip curled in a look he’d seen a hundred times, but the words that came out of his mouth wiped away any pleasure at the familiarity.  “We had a war, that’s what happened,” he grated out.  “And everybody’s dead.”
 
   Ari felt like he couldn’t breathe.  “Not everybody,” he whispered, willing it so.
 
   Melkin glared at him.  “Kai, fallen.  Banion, fallen.  Traive fallen.  Kyr, fallen.  Kane, fallen.  Khrieg, fallen—” his voice ground out the names in a bitter chant, eyes dark and wrathful.
 
   “Wolfmaster,” Selah said, her voice rolling over his like a flood of clean water over the jagged pain and anger.  “It is not Ari’s fault…” she said gently, “and not all those you’ve named are gone.”
 
   “Where are they?” Ari whispered brokenly, hardly knowing who he was referring to.
 
   Melkin looked at him, face twisted with his rancor, for several moments before he finally said, “The boys are at the northern end of camp.”  He gestured at a road, a wide, trampled path of mud several wagon-widths wide that could be seen around the tent next to them.  “They leave tomorrow for the north.”
 
   Without another word, Ari rose from his crouch and ran awkwardly off, to the road and to find his friends and to fan the flicker of hope that refused to stop burning inside of him.
 
   Melkin looked coldly up at Selah, distant and angry and implacable.  “Well,” he said harshly.
 
   She looked down at him, compassion shining from her cool eyes.  But she said only, “The gods are gone…the Realms will stand alone from here on out, to develop or regress or stray or blossom as they will.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes, some of the deep lines entrenched in that weathered face lightening a little.  “Even Raemon?”
 
   “Raemon was first.  There in the Hall.”
 
   He nodded, eyes shrewd and calculating again, fury abated.
 
   “Did you reach the Armies in time?” she asked.
 
   He nodded.  “Androssan had them here already.  In fact, the defense came together, improbable as it might seem…it just didn’t make any difference in the end.”  The vicious sarcasm was back in his voice.
 
   “But you are not completely overrun,” she noted.  “Did you defeat them?”
 
   He snorted contemptuously at the idea.  “They were like ants.  Covered the entire plain south of the Daroe…no,” he said slowly.  “No, we survive only because they…stopped.  Turned back.”  Their eyes met.
 
   “Tarq do not stop their attack until all have perished, from either one side or the other,” she said, very low and even.
 
   “No,” he rasped, holding her eyes.  “From everything I’ve heard and read…they don’t.”  A few seconds passed, then he said quietly, “Looks like a New Age is upon us.”
 
   She found General Androssan in his command tent, bent over his report.  The young, pale, bandaged adjutant standing guard gave her one startled look when she told him who she was and asked firmly for admittance, then pushed in the tent flap and said in an awed voice:
 
   “The…Empress, Sir.”
 
   They looked at each other for a long moment, the General and the Legend.  Waves of exhaustion radiated from him and Karmine suspected he didn’t have the energy to waste on disbelief.
 
   The tide had broken but a few days ago, the Army now stunned and crippled as it tended its wounded and tried to gather itself together again.  As he ran down the list of swordslain, a mind-boggling, heart-rending roll call of the forever absent, she bowed her head.   The detail was far beyond what was needed for tactical decisions, but she let him talk it out anyway…there was healing in talking.
 
   All the Realms had been hit hard, many leaders down or gone.  Worst was the psychological trauma, which he wrapped up in militarily correct terminology of ‘morale’ and such—he had a tendency to wander off topic.  But then, whom else did the General of the Imperial Armies have to talk to?  It was well over an hour before she could gently lead him to the reason she’d come.
 
   “Are there any Council here?” she asked him firmly, when he finally trailed off, sitting slumped in a camp chair, staring at the packed earth of the tent floor.  He straightened immediately with a soldier’s discipline, replying crisply, “No.  The closest are up in Eldoreth, two days’ ride to the north.”
 
   “The Queen’s with them?” she asked, scanning quickly through the report of the battle spread over his tilting campaign desk.
 
   “No,” he said quietly, a funny note in his voice.  “She’s here…”
 
   “Is she?” Karmine said in surprise, flipping a page.
 
   There was a pause, then the General said, even lower, “The Rachar Stood yesterday.”
 
   Slowly, she raised her eyes, putting down the sheet of parchment.  
“Kyr is dead then…”
 
   “Close enough….she won’t leave his side.”
 
   And she wouldn’t.  Karmine had to go to her.  She’d no sooner gained entrance past the subdued Rach standing guard at the entrance than Sable was on her knees before her, imploring with ravaged eyes what she couldn’t speak.  The tent reeked of infection, overwarm with the fire in the grate, and taken up in its entirety by the low cot where the lean, vibrant body of the Rach lay unnaturally still amongst the rumpled bed linens.  Sweat stood out on the tanned face and the bandages covering his chest and shoulder were sodden with seepage, discolored a nasty green and yellow.
 
   “Get him into the sun, outside,” Karmine said immediately to the white-clothed attendant at his side.
 
   It was a Northern healer and he frowned at her.  “He will freeze out there, and it’s filthy—”
 
   “Do it!” Sable snapped in a tear-rent voice, jumping to her feet.  Only once he’d been taken into the fresh air, the wound vigorously cleansed and the pus-soaked bandages thrown out, would Sable leave his warmly wrapped, fevered body.
 
   They talked long into the night, the Empress and the Queen and the General.  Karmine was no stranger to battle, nor great tragedy, nor the rebuilding of a people and an Army after both…she did most of the talking.   It was inarguable, her conclusions, and there was no fight from either one of them.  Sable, for one, looked almost relieved as Karmine and Androssan made plans to head to Eldoreth the next morning.
 
   When Karmine left them, the sun was just coming up, and it was the next morning.  Pushing out of the tent into the wan, watery rays of sunrise, she took a deep breath.  There were just a couple little things that needed attending to, and there, coming toward her out of the dawn, was one of them.
 
   Ari’s face lit with delight when he saw her.  He’d filched some breakfast and they walked companionably, eating together for the last time, neither saying anything.  They’d done this so often over the past months, they didn’t need to.  Without discussing it, they both headed for the little copse of trees that stood close to the command tent.  It provided privacy for the officers’ latrines, so the occasional breeze wasn’t particularly pleasant, but they hadn’t exactly been wandering through rose beds for the past week or so.
 
   Ari told her, once amongst the scant privacy of the bushy greenery, of his night.  He’d been up for most of it, too, catching up, searching frantically for friends among all the dull, benumbed soldiers wandering around.
 
   “Loren and Rodge are different,” he said quietly.  “I feel like I hardly know them…I was going to go back with them…but then I ran into Traive.”  His voice took on a little lighter tone.  Karmine, looking at him through the glass of many lives’ worth of pain and healing, saw the flickering in those brilliant eyes and knew that his life would take him on a far different road from his friends’.
 
   He stopped in his recital of all those he’d found alive, voice trailing off as he caught her looking quietly at him, a slight smile on her face.  The peach-colored rays of the long dawn suffused her face with glowing light, her eyes warm and steady and so suddenly beautiful that he had to clench his fists to keep from reaching out to stroke the curve of her cheek.  He stopped walking and they turned to face each other.
 
   She shook her dark head at him, still smiling.  “When I joined you on that raft to Merrani, I was on a mission…determined to protect you.”  Wry laughter bubbled just beneath the surface of her words.  “I did not expect to find a friend.”
 
   He groaned inside.  The f-word.  What every young man dreaded to hear from the lips of the woman that made his heart pound in his chest.  But, gazing at her now, in the fresh light of a new dawn, with inevitable separation before them, he realized he’d been a fool all these months.  The intimacy of those weeks in the tunnels beneath the Sheel, the bonding of everything they’d been through…it had led to nothing but the illusion that there would ever be more.  She had, what, 100 generations on him?  What could he possibly be to her?  Despair, pain like a hot knife, slashed through him.  
 
   She was shaking her head at him, still smiling.  He knew vaguely that she had said she was going north, back to Archemounte, and now she said ruefully, “Ari…so young to be so Dra-faced.”  For a minute they looked into each other’s eyes, until Ari thought for sure his heart would break, then she carefully reached up on tiptoe and brushed his cheek with her soft lips.
 
   “Good-bye, my friend.”
 
   He watched her walk away, slender and lovely and as much a part of him as his arms or legs, and his chest seemed to break in two.  There was something in his eyes, because he could barely see.  He didn’t move for a long, long time, standing in the growing morning with the long, damp grass around him brushing his hands and sliding through fingers somehow incapable of grasping it.  
 
   Karmine, for her part, strode determinedly across camp.  She had found out last night where his tent was, and headed toward it without deviating.  It was in a quiet corner, which she was sure he preferred.  The smell of smoke, the stunned bustle of the hospital tents, and the random wanderings of the dead-eyed survivors were all screened off by the row of tents in front of his. 
 
   She scratched at the tent canvas flap for courtesy’s sake, but didn’t wait for an answer.  It would have surprised her if he’d ever give one; he wouldn’t be wanting to see anyone.  Pushing the flap aside, she walked in.
 
   The Dra was sitting up, covered to his waist by a blanket, staring with smoky eyes at the entrance.  Unlike the Rach’s tent, his was fresh, flaps open to let in the chilly air, bare chest inured to the weather.  Electricity sparked between them in the enclosed space and for a moment she just stood there, the same feeling of disbelief washing over her that she’d felt when their eyes had first met on the raft so many months ago.  That this should come to her…after all these centuries.
 
   Early this morning, she’d gotten irrefutable proof that her millennia of being suspended in time were over, and judging by the butterflies in her stomach at sight of Kai, Il had the life of a normal woman in mind for her.
 
   He said nothing, just watched her with those deep, expressive eyes, but the tent seemed to crackle with energy.  She took a step inside, which pretty much brought her to his bedside, and pulled a stool over.
 
   “The mission was successful,” she said, business-like, deliberately using a detached voice—if for no other reason than to let them both get control of themselves.  “The gods are vanquished, the Realms free…”  That sounded a bit dramatic, but it was more than a little distracting being so close to him.  She’d taken such pains to avoid it all those months on the trail.
 
   “Ari?” he said huskily.  Like the Rach, the Drae kept up closely with Tarq doings.  He had known what Gaermon meant.
 
   “Fine,” she assured him.  “Handled it like a Dra.”  Their eyes met.  Her lips twitched.  “He’s headed to Cyrrh, with Traive,” she said slowly, dropping her eyes so that she didn’t see him nod.  It had been obvious to both of them that he would do so.
 
   She raised her chin, clear eyes gazing into his barely a yard away.  She could smell his musky scent, clean as all Drae were.  
 
   “And I,” she continued purposefully, “go North, to claim the Throne of the Empire.”  She paused, his impassive face giving nothing away, no encouragement, no surprise, no disappointment.  But she’d spent more than a couple days in her long past communicating with Drae; she was not disheartened.  She plunged on:
 
   “I will need a consort.  A strong man of great courage and wisdom to help bring this world back onto its feet…to lead where everyone will be faltering and in despair…to return the Royal Line to its full strength even as he infuses the Empire with new life…to rule by my side.”  Her heart thudded.  “There is no other more suited to this than you, Dra Kai.”
 
   He swallowed, the only sign of the deep emotion she saw churning in his eyes.  His voice, that smooth, rich voice that made her shiver from toe to ear tip, filled the tent with its imperturbable calm, “Do not think me ungrateful for the honor, but you are mistaken.  I am no longer a man, can no longer stand, nor run a Realm, nor father children.”  She knew what such an admission meant to men so proud, though there was no self-pity in his voice; a very feminine part of her longed to reach for the big hand that swept out, gesturing at the useless legs stretched out before him.  His feet were bulgy with bandage under the thin cover.
 
   She collected herself.  “You will walk again,” she said calmly.  “And your line will continue from your body.”  There was no embarrassment with such things—producing children were part and parcel of ruling a people and they both knew it.  “Kai, your gifts are extraordinary.  Your experience, your intuition, your mental and physical strength—these have made you into a rare man, a leader of such honor and vision and wisdom that your place is clear.  Il has a great purpose for you…will you refuse it?” 
 
   He stared deep into her with those probing, seeing eyes, weighing her words and probably her prophecy.  Then, voice so husky she could barely make it out, he asked of her plainly what she could not of him.
 
   “My heart will be your fortress, yours will be my refuge.  My life is yours to cherish, your love the blood in my veins…”
 
   And as the Dra Words of Everlasting flowed smooth and rich and passionate into the still air of the tent, Karmine felt the rightness of it sweep over her, the Power of Il in the slow turnings of His vast plan drowning out in a wave of joy the lesser joy of the man next to her.  Exultation brimmed, flowed over.  Now, now, life would begin anew.  
 
    
 
  
  
 



Pronunciation Guide
 
    
 
   Achan                            (AH-kun); Sentinalier, commander of all Cyrrhidean Sentinels
 
   Adama                            (uh-DOM-uh, rhymes with drama); Whiteblade, often ’Dama or ’Dam                             
 
   Addah              (AH-duh, rhymes with clod duh); vaguely designated lands north of the Empire, a.k.a. the Wolflands, the High White Wilds or Wastes
 
   Aerach              (AIR-rock); adjective form of the Rach nationality, akin to ‘French’ or ‘Gabonese’
 
   Alaunus              (uh-LAWN-us); the visually unsettling Lance Knight, commander of all Merranic Knights
 
   Alene                            (uh-LEEN); northern most Merranic city, at mouth of Kendrick River on East Coast
 
   Androssan              (ann-DROSE-un); Commanding General of the Imperial Armies
 
   Archemounte              (ARCH-e-mount, ARK-e-mount—the accent is harder in the north); Imperial Capital
 
   Ari              (ARE-ee, rhymes with sari); orphan boy brought up by minor Imperial estate holder, Lord Harthunter.  Has some interesting adventures.  Read the book.  
 
   Ariella                            (are-ee-ELL-uh); Whiteblade, of the Hand of Mercy, occasionally ’Ri or ’Riella
 
   Ashaura              (ASH-uh-ra); Whiteblade, of the Hand of Mercy, usually just Ash, despite its profane connotations
 
   Atarq                            (eh-TARK); adjective form of the Tarq nationality.  Rhymes with attack, coincidentally.
 
   Atlanta                            (as in Georgia); Whiteblade, often ’Lanta
 
   Banion              (BAN-yun); the Knight of the Steelmists, a Jarl of the Stone of Merrani.  The large Merranic contingent of the friends of Ari
 
   Brook              (as in stream); Whiteblade, never shortened (how would you?)
 
   Cerise              (suh-REECE, rhymes with police), high-born woman of Imperial Court, friend of Queen Sable and personal trial to the friends of Ari
 
   Channing              (rhymes with canning, CH- like in charm); the Prime Councilman of the Imperial Council
 
   Clarent              (KLARE-ent); politically encumbered High Priest of Marek, of Archemounte’s Temple 
 
   Cyrrh              (sounds like ‘sear’); jungled Border Realm to the west of the Empire, long shortened from Cyrrhidea.  Adjective form, Cyrrhidean, pronounced: sear-ID-ee-un
 
   Czagaroth              (tZA-guh-roth); once spelled Tsagaroth, an ancient city of the Tarq in the eastern Sheel
 
   Daphene              (dah-FEEN, rhymes with caffeine); fruitful plains in the SE Empire, famous for wine
 
   Daroe              (DARE-o, rhymes with pharaoh); large river spanning the width of the southern Empire
 
   Dasht              (mostly indistinguishable from ‘dashed’); mood-altering foliage of Cyrrh
 
   Don Eshaid              (DUN eh-SHADE); oasis in the western Eshaid between the Daroe and the Ramparts
 
   Dorian              (DORE-ee-un); Whiteblade, of the Hand of Mercy, often Dor.  Escort for Ari.
 
   Dra              (like ‘draw’); reclusive people largely outcast in the Empire.  Known for their intimidating work with blades.  Plural, Drae, rhymes with ‘day.’
 
   Effenrike              (EFF-in-rike); over-hearty Merranic bargeman and friend to Banion
 
   Elger              (ELL-jer); outnumbered and surrounded Illian Shepherd in Archemounte
 
   Eneara              (eh-NEER-uh); the Lord Regent’s parade gryphon
 
   Ethammer              (ET-hammer); plateau taking up entire eastern portion of the continent of the Realms and home to Merrani
 
   Ethlond              (ETH-lund); legendary first settlement after the Upheaval
 
   Faracens              (FAIR-uh-sens); eastern most Wing of the Rach, the Wing of the Sea
 
   Finnansterne              (FIN-un-stern); Merranic Knight, Chevric of the Silver Hills in the Merranic Bitterns 
 
   Flyrcanet              (FLEER-keh-neh); Chief, Topaz Talon of the Cyrrhidean Skyforces
 
   Gaermon              (gayr-MONE, only more guttural); enigmatic Atarq word 
 
   Galeb              (GAY-leb); a Shepherd of Il living deep in Addah
 
   Ghrak              (similar to gagging on oatmeal); derogatory Atarq word for escaped slave
 
   Gkri              (indistinguishable from a sharp cough to the non Atarq speaker); means ‘souls’ with an unpleasant connotation
 
   Heisar              (rhymes with ‘hi, car’); Merranic Knight of the Bitterns and Jarl of the Stone
 
   Herron              (HAIR-un, like the bird); Lord of Harthunters estate, Loren’s father
 
   Il              (EEL); God of the Addahites, love, peace, strength, justice, mercy and redemption  
 
   Illian              (IHL-ee-uhn, rhymes with trillion); a follower of Il, seen as cult members by Realmsmen
 
   Idon              (EYE-dun); main southern branch of the Daroe, resurfaces briefly at Don Eshaid
 
   Irise              (ih-REESE); Whiteblade, sometimes ’Rise
 
   Jaegor              (YAY-gor); Seawolf on the MFS Mermaidon, son of a Merranic Jarl of the Stone
 
   Kaedmar              (KADE-mar); Bay of Merrane, named after visually impaired Merranic Lesser Hero
 
   Kai              (rhymes with die, no pun intended); very social Dra, scout and security detail for Ari and friends
 
   Kamitan              (rhymes with ‘gone eat dawn’); major north-south road through eastern Empire
 
   Kanarron              (kuh-NAR-un); Knight of the Stone and nephew to King Kane
 
   Kane              (rhymes with reign); King of Merrani and mentor of Queen Sable
 
   Karmine              (KAR-min, KAR-mine); last of the Royal Line of the North
 
   Kaskari              (kaz-KAR-ee); ancient Rach legendary for being a cripple, an engineering genius, and the first of his people befriended by the Empress
 
   Kenai              (like ‘keen eye’); eldest son of Kore, the Hilt Shagreen
 
   Khrieg              (KREEG); widowed Skylord of Cyrrh and lugubrious sire to Skyprincess Kindhriada
 
   Khristophe              (kris-TOAF); one of the Four Brothers, discovered Cyrrh and became the first Skylord
 
   Kindhriada              (kin-dree-AH-duh); the limp Skyprincess of Cyrrh, heiress to the Throne of Trees.  Usually Kindri
 
   Kore                            (like Cory); Shagreen of the Wing of the Hilt, cousin and best friend of Rach Kyr
 
   Kourain              (koor-REIN); Sky Captain, head of the Cyrrhidean Talons
 
   Kraemoor              (KRAY-more); large and splendid Commodore of the Merranic Fleet
 
   Kyr                            (KEER, rhymes with ‘deer’); the Rach
 
   Laschald              (luh-SHAWLED); god of Cyrrh, art, craftsmanship, nature, and pleasure
 
   Lirralhisa              (leer-ah-LEE-suh); Cyrrh’s Capital, the City of the Seven Falls
 
   Magi              (MADGE-eye); Merranic scholars and astronomers, often accused of necromancy and  fortune-telling.  Singular is mage, the head of their order being the First Mage
 
   Marek                            (MARE-ik); god of the Empire, order, organization, trade and commercial acumen
 
   Melkin                            (MELK-en); Master of Natural Sciences and ill-tempered leader of the friends of Ari
 
   Mermaidon              (MUHR-meh-dawn); flagship of the Merranic Commodore
 
   Merrane              (meh-RAIN); capital of Merrani and home to the King’s Fortress of the Sea
 
   Merrani                            (muh-RAN-ee); eastern Border Realm fronting and controlling the Eastern Sea
 
   Mohrg              (sounds like ‘morgue’); dangerous, armored, boar-like creatures that live only in the Hills of the Silver Lions
 
   Montmorency              (mawnt-MORE-ehn-see); famous last battle of the Ages of War in which Raemon was imprisoned in the statue of the Empress
 
   Nerissa                            (neh-RISS-uh); last to join the Whiteblades, sometimes ’Rissa
 
   Noska                            (NAWS-kuh); scarred and talented Aerach storyteller
 
   Perraneus              (peh-RAIN-ee-us); ill-fated First Mage of the Merranic Academy of Magi
 
   Pior              (rhymes with ‘see more’); Indigo Taloner and Ari’s cheerful escort, full name Piorenen (pee-or-EN-en)
 
   Qarasca              (kuh-RASK-uh); Shagreen of the Sharhi-Tir
 
   Rach              (usually indistinguishable from ‘rock’); people and leader of the southern Border Realm 
 
   Raemon              (RAY-mun, ray-MONE); ambitious, arrogant god of the Tarq, fire, conquest and brutality 
 
   Rheine              (softer version of ‘rain’); Chieftess of the Whiteblades, not the type to have a cute nickname
 
   Rodge                            (rhymes with ‘dodge’); irrepressibly sarcastic friend to Loren and Ari
 
   Romontier              (roe-MON-tee-air); Chief, Indigo Talon of the Cyrrhidean Taloners, shortened to Rom (rhymes with ‘wrong’)
 
   Rorig              (ROAR-ig); Queensknight, the personal bodyguard of the Queen of the North
 
   Roxarta                            (rocks-AR-tuh); Whiteblade, often Rox
 
   Rhuq                            (RUKE, rhymes with ‘Luke’); Cyrrhidean stagrider, full name Rhuquisel (RUKE-ih-sell)
 
   Sable                            (rhymes with ‘table’); Queen of the Empire
 
   Saffir                            (SAH-feer); bay on the Great Eastern Sea by Alene
 
   Selah                            (SEE-luh); orphan stowaway that does menial labor for friends of Ari
 
   Sentinalier              (sen-ten-AL-yare); commander of all Cyrrhidean ground forces, excepting the Silver Fox
 
   Sharhi-Tir              (SHAR-ee TEER); westernmost Wing of the Rach
 
   Sheel                            (rhymes with ‘steel’); the endless desert to the south of the Ramparts, home of the Enemy
 
   Silmeander              (sill-me-AND-er); Chief, Jade Talon of the Cyrrhidean Skyforces
 
   Skoline              (sko-LEEN); Swamp Town, the only habitation of the Swamps to the south of Cyrrh, home of several mercenary groups and, in general, not recommended for general sight-seeing
 
   Spere                            (like ‘spear’); Imperial Point Sergeant, highest ranking non-com of the Corps
 
   Sylvar                            (‘silver’); Whiteblade 
 
   Tamaren              (TAM-uh-ren); Whiteblade of the Hand of Mercy, usually shortened to Tam
 
   Tarq              (TARK, rhymes with ‘dark’); people of the Sheel, the Enemy, Sheelmen.  The feminine form is tarqina, said ‘tark-EE-nuh’
 
   Tekkara              (tuh-KAR-uh); Cerise’s high-spirited and cerebrally compromised mare
 
   Toriah                            (rhymes with ‘sore eye, uh’); Captain in the Ranks of the Ram, comes with Warwolf 
 
   Traive                            (TRAYV); full name Traivallion (tray-VALE-yun), Cyrrhidean military commander 
 
   Triele              (tri-EEL, rhymes with ‘my heel’); the four great stones of power belonging to the gods; when not capitalized, refers to the many lesser stones given by the gods as gifts to their respective peoples
 
   Vangoth              (van-GAWTH); god of Merrani, the sea, war, and steel
 
   Verrena                            (veh-REN-uh); Whiteblade, respectfully shortened to V’ren
 
   Voral              (rhymes with either ‘for Al’ or ‘for all’—as long as you say it with a smile, she doesn’t care); Whiteblade and one of the Merranic Great Heroes
 
   Waylan              (WAY-len); cavalry lieutenant of the Imperial Army, military attaché to the Ramparts 
 
   Yvetta                            (yeeh-VET-uh); Whiteblade, usually called Yve (like Eve with a faint ‘y’ in front)
 
   Zhimesse              (rhymes with ‘finesse’ with the zh a soft ‘j’); Pior’s blue gryphon
 
   Zkag                            (ts-KAG); the Sheelshard, the only known, largely legendary, settlement of the Tarq
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