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Merkyn. An officer in the Ivornian Guard.

Miron. The West Wind.

Miron’s Warlock. Stefan of House Sokhal.

Mosa. A young cat in the Great Library.

Neel, General. An officer in the Ivornian Guard.

Neevah. A witch living just outside of Orale.

Neskan. An Erramic caravanmaster.

Oken. The keeper of the caravan animals.

Pahlee. The steward of the Great Library.

Peyrou. King of Thieves in Lan.

Plu. Former agent for House Chazane.
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Qahreen. A Sand Cat.

Raitch. Heir to House Chazane.
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Xedra. Ship’s captain for House Chazane.
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Xol. Plu’s secretary.

Yazmeen. General Imra’s soothsayer.

Yorma. A Master Scribe in the Great Library.
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Zenae. A Master Scribe in the Great Library.
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1

Pirates at Sea






Crash! Xedra’s sword caught the blade in midair and the impact rocked her back on her heels. The sounds of steel on steel rang out across the wooden deck drowning out the cries of the seabirds circling overhead.


The tall blonde blocked another of the man’s blows and shouted, her voice cutting through the sounds of battle.


“House Chazane!”


In the melee spread out across the merchantman’s deck, fighters found it hard to tell friends from foes. Xedra wanted to be sure her new allies didn’t mistake her for an enemy. And she them.


Once again she yelled her family’s battle cry and this time saw her opponent’s eyes widen in surprise when the words struck home. When he redoubled his efforts to cut her down where she stood, she had her answer. The man was a pirate. No member of House Deami’s crew would willingly cross blades with those of House Chazane. Freed from that restraint, Xedra lunged forward, fully extending her sword arm, sliding her blade above her opponent’s guard and into his neck. The blood gushed from the wound and the pirate fell in a heap to the deck—a fatal blow.


Xedra turned toward the prow of the ship and saw a man—bloody sword in hand—standing over the body of another sailor. Their eyes met and he bared his teeth, grimacing as he charged at her. As he ran across the gently rocking deck he swung his sword from side to side like a club.


Once again she yelled, “House Chazane!” But she knew that this wild-eyed man was no friend. When he got within reach, Xedra effortlessly slipped into the fighting posture drilled into her by countless hours of practice and blocked his first sweeping blow with ease. She used her well-honed skills—so practiced as to be almost automatic—to evade the next few thrusts, calmly noting that in the heat of battle her opponent must have forgotten whatever formal training he might have received. As a swordsman he presented little challenge to her—but for his unusual strength and stamina.


“House Chazane! House Chazane!”


The excited voices of her shipmates grew louder and closer. 


Confident in her own ability and sure by now that the pirate facing her must have become frighteningly aware of his own shortcomings with a sword, Xedra took a step back and dropped the point of her sword, pointing at the deck beneath her feet. “Will you surrender then? Yield to House Chazane?”


The pirate snarled, grunted something unintelligible, and, with spittle on his lips, swung his sword over his head and brought it down in a great, sweeping arc as if Xedra’s head was a block of firewood. She lifted her blade in plenty of time to block the blow but its force drove her down into a squat. Momentarily thwarted, the pirate thrust his face down next to hers and screamed—but all that came bubbling out of his mouth were spit and wordless sounds of rage and madness.


Xedra sprang up, forcing the pirate back a step, and dodged to one side. As she danced out of the man’s clumsy reach she dragged the tip of her sword across his forehead, slicing a gash above his eyes. It was a blow intended to incapacitate, not kill. Blood from the cut would flow into the pirate’s eyes, blinding him, eventually forcing him to accept defeat. Meanwhile the young Oralean woman reminded herself that a sword was a dangerous weapon—even in the hands of someone as unskilled as the man she faced. In fact, she could hear the dry voice of her swordmaster: “The greatest danger any skilled swordsman faces is an opponent ignorant of the rules of swordplay.”


Again, the pirate charged, wildly slashing with his sword, and again Xedra easily dodged his rush, evading his clumsy strokes. And as he lumbered by, she could see where her blade had cut him to the bone. Xedra stared at the gash as she backed across the ship’s deck. A strip of flesh on his forehead flapped as he stepped toward her but no blood flowed from the open wound.


“Berserker!” The word slipped from her lips and a shiver of fear ran down her spine. How do you defeat a man who feels no pain? A man who doesn’t even bleed?


“House Chazane! House Chazane! Xedra!”


The welcome shout came from behind the berserker. 


“Watch out, Uhrl!” Xedra shouted. “He’s a berserker. He’s been cut but he doesn’t bleed!”


Alerted by the sound of the voice behind him, the pirate spun around to face the new threat, his sword extended.


“Huh.” The longshoreman grunted as he picked a water barrel up off the deck and tossed it at the berserker.


The wooden keg bounced once as it hit the planks then began rolling. Startled, the pirate reacted instinctively and struck at the oncoming threat with his sword. He stopped the heavy barrel from rolling over him—but at a price. His sword was now embedded in the cask.


Before the berserker could work the blade free, Uhrl seized him by the wrists—one in each of his strong hands and held firm as the pirate squirmed to get away. “Get a rope, Xedra! We’ll see if he’s a match for a good, stout line and a sailor’s knots!”
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“There. Now what are we going to do with him?” Uhrl stood up from where he’d been inspecting the knots and dusted his hands.


Xedra looked down at their prisoner who was still struggling despite being bound hand and foot as well as gagged. The gag was as much as to give them some respite from his unintelligible and never-ending howling as it was to protect themselves from his teeth—although he had repeatedly snapped at Uhrl who had wisely taken pains to keep his arms out of the pirate’s reach.


“We’ll move him over to our ship and take him back with us to Orale.” Xedra rubbed the muscles of her sword arm as she talked. “Papa and the other traders have been wondering what’s made the pirates so dangerous lately. I think we’ve got an answer for them.” She paused and poked the berserker in his side with the toe of her boot. “Maybe we’ll find out the answer to a lot of questions once this one comes to his senses and realizes he’s been captured. I think Papa will be pleased.”


“Here’s hoping so, miss. Otherwise he’s never going to forgive you—or me either, if I was to guess.”


“What are you talking about? All we did was assist a merchant ship that was being attacked by pirates and help them drive the bandits off. It’s nothing House Chazane hasn’t done a hundred times or more before.”


“Bested pirates? Oh, aye, that’s happened many a time. It’s you jumping on the ship all by yourself while the rest of the crew were waiting to board that’s a bit out of the ordinary, miss. Not to mention what House Deami’s ship was doing here in the first place. That’s what your father isn’t going to be so happy about—if ever he hears about it.”


“Oh, don’t worry, Uhrl. How is he going to find out?”
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“House Chazane again, huh?” The pirate chief thumbed the edge of the dagger he’d been sharpening, frowned, and put it down on the table in front of him. “If every merchant house hired fighters as good as that one, we’d have to find an honest way to make a living.” He slapped the table with his open palm and laughed. “Thank Sharka, the rest of them don’t. Not even close. What idiot decided to attack one of their ships? I’ll have him flayed alive for such stupidity.”


“It was Gjef’s ship but there’s no use having him lashed, Cheelah.” The woman grimaced. “The merchant ship they assaulted was flying the House Deami pennant. It wasn’t until after Gjef had overhauled it and gotten close enough to put on boarders, that the House Chazane ship appeared. Came out of nowhere they say. Almost,” Tavares looked thoughtful, “almost as if it had been lying in wait.”


“Boarders?” Cheelah bit the edge of his thumb for a moment. “How many of those did we lose, then?”


Tavares shrugged. “Not many. Gjef got all but one of the survivors back on board before he had the grappling lines cut and pushed off. Once he got loose, his ship had no trouble getting away. Chazane didn’t try to pursue.”


“Sharka’s own luck then. Good and bad. What about the raid is bothering you?”


The woman crossed her arms in front of her and scowled. “The man that got left behind alive was special. He’d been chosen to drink the potion, you know? Gjef tried to call the berserker back before they pushed off but—”


The pirate chief nibbled again at his thumb. “No surprise there, Tavares. Once they’ve drunk the potion it’s hard for them to hear anything. Roaring in the ears—or so I’ve been told. Get used to it. We’re bound to lose a few of them now and then—particularly if we have to cut and run. That’s what they’re chosen for. To lead the charges. We want them in the front. They’re a new weapon and you’ve got to learn how to use them.”


The woman threw up her hands. “But now House Chazane has the man.”


Cheelah stretched his neck and scratched the black stubble that covered it. “You think they captured him? The man didn’t fight until they killed him? They usually do.”


“One of Gjef’s lookouts says she saw them putting ropes on him as they sailed away.”


“Hmmm.” The pirate nodded. “No one is going to put ropes on a dead body are they? So House Chazane took one of our berserkers captive, did they? Been lots easier for them to just kill him—and done them just as much good in the end. Hope it cost them dearly.” He turned his head and spit on the deck. “That for House Chazane.”


Tavares cocked her head and eyed the man sitting in front of her. “You don’t seem worried about House Chazane taking one of the berserkers prisoner. Why is that?”


“First off,” the man started counting on his fingers, “the men we give the Drink of Honor to aren’t picked for their intelligence. Or how much they know. We don’t even choose ones that are skilled with swords.


“Second,” Cheelah grinned wickedly, “have you ever tried to understand what a berserker is saying once the witch’s brew starts to work? All they can do is moan, scream, and spray spit at you. Must be something to do with the magic. Don’t worry, Tavares. House Chazane won’t learn anything from their prisoner.”


“Not until the potion wears off.”


“And third,” Cheelah ignored the interruption, “if he doesn’t drink the second potion—the Toast of Victory—after the he returns to the ship? The one we give to every returning berserker? If he doesn’t get that to drink he’s dead within the day.” Cheelah leaned back and smiled. “The witch thinks of everything. Don’t think she doesn’t. Don’t forget how well she’s been handling the captives we’ve held for ransom. ”










2

A Death in Orale






“Here’s trouble, Captain.” Uhrl pointed at the dock. “Unless my eyes are failing me, that’s your father.”


“So? It won’t be the first time he’s met one of my ships.” Xedra looked up from what she was doing, casually glanced at the wharf, looked away, then back again. “Oh.”


“Yeah,” Uhrl nodded his head. “You see how he’s standing. It’s clear as day, Captain. Something’s got his back up. And I’ve got a pretty good idea what it might be.”
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“And just how in Brias’s name did you talk one of House Deami’s captains into putting their ship at risk?” Dzenis words rang out across the waterfront. Here and there people turned at the sound of his voice and wondered. The head of House Chazane was normally not one to discuss things at the top of his lungs.


Xedra was standing at the top of the gangplank, hands on hips, looking down at her father from the relative safety of her ship. Her voice was low and soothing. “That ship was never really in danger, Papa. Nor its cargo. We were close enough to overtake them before any real damage could be done. Besides there’s not a merchantman afloat that wouldn’t jump at the chance to strike back at the pirates.”


“By all the nineteen known gods, wanting to strike and striking are two different things, Xedra! At least they ought to be! I thought you knew better than to do something so absurd!


“And where in Krezan do you think you’re going, Uhrl?” Dzenis turned and snapped at the longshoreman who, head lowered, had been edging his way down the gangplank.


“Ah.” Uhrl didn’t raise his head but began slowly working his way back up the incline.


“When did you find out that my daughter had lost what little sense she was born with and was trying to encourage pirates to attack? To get them to try to waylay another merchant family’s ship all as some kind of complicated trap?”


“Well, they weren’t likely to attack one of our ships, Papa.” Xedra took a few steps further down the gangplank. “Everybody knows you crew House Chazane’s ships with enough swordsmen to defeat any pirate boarding party. How else was I going to lure one of their captains into letting me get close enough to cross swords with him?”


Xedra’s father stared at her open-mouthed for a heartbeat then he turned his gaze on the old family retainer.


“Uhrl?” Dzenis’s gaze was intent. “What did I tell you when you came to me and said you wanted to sail with my daughter? When you told me you wanted ‘to get off the docks, out of the warehouses, and back to the sea?’”


“Er.” The longshoreman who had worked his way back to the top of the gangplank, lifted his head and looked first at Dzenis then at Xedra. “I forget. I think.”


“You forget?” Dzenis pitched his voice so low that Uhrl had to lean forward to hear his words. “You forget the promise you made?”


“Yeah. A promise?” Uhrl nodded slowly then faster. “Right. I forget what it was. What was it, anyway?” He scratched his head and looked confused. “Now if I’d sworn an oath, one of the gods would have made sure I remembered.”


Dzenis muttered something under his breath and started up the gangplank. Xedra met him halfway and caught him by the shoulders. “Papa, don’t worry about that now! We’ve got reason to celebrate! Our plan was a success! We’ve got valuable cargo in the hold below! Just think!” She hugged her father close and whispered in his ear. “Treasure so dear that I’d even risk your wrath to capture it for you!”


Xedra leaned back, looked into her father’s face, and saw a hint of curiosity flicker in his eyes. “You know Uhrl would never have agreed to anything that put me in danger otherwise. Forgotten promise or not.”


Dzenis glared up the gangplank at Uhrl then looked at his daughter. “Something worth endangering not only one of our ships but one of House Deami’s as well?”


“Oh, yes, Papa! I’d never have gotten their captain to agree to the ruse otherwise! She thought what we did was well worth what little peril she put her ship and crew in.


“You know the pirates have gotten bolder over the winter. You’ve said it yourself. They are taking ships, cargos, and captives they’d never dared to seize before.”


The merchant eyed his daughter. “I’ve been told—by those who claim to know more than they should—that there’s a new pirate leader—a man who somehow has found a way to make the different ships’s captains work together and that’s what’s made the difference.”


“It’s more than that, Papa.” Xedra took a half-step back up the ramp and gestured toward the hold. “The pirates have something more dangerous than a new leader. Much more. I’ve seen it myself, Papa. A swordsman who felt no pain—and knew no fear.” She leaned close and whispered. “A berserker.”


“You’ve seen one?” The color faded from Dzenis’s cheeks.


“Seen one? We’ve captured one—Uhrl and I. The berserker’s below decks—bound hand and foot—the answer to all your questions.”
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Dzenis was the first to speak after they entered the hold of the ship.


“Send for your mother. Let’s see what a healer has to say.”


Father and daughter stood side-by-side staring at the rigid body of the berserker—now frozen in death. The pirate’s head was thrown back and his muscles so tight that his body formed an arch. Only the back of his skull and his heels touched the wooden deck. His face was frozen in a grimace—eyes bulging, teeth bared. The ropes had held against the spasms that must have coursed through his body but now the man’s arms and legs were bent at odd angles as if they were still straining against the knots. The leather strap that had held the gag in place had been bitten in two and now dangled to either side of his clenched jaw. 


“Tomo may have some idea what kind of poison this was. Where it might have come from. Even heard of how it might have been made.” Dzenis reached out and squeezed his daughter’s shoulder. “You’ve done well, then, Xedra. Even in his death he’s told us more than we knew. The pirates have found themselves more than a leader. Much more. Now the question that faces House Chazane is how do we fight whatever is behind this evil? This is more than piracy.”










3

Return to Mironius 






A small herd of wild goats scrambled their way down a rocky mountain slope that was covered with snow and ice. The man watched as they leapt from crag to crag clearly working their way down from the passes that lay above. “Krezan,” he grunted to himself. The vapor from his breath rose up in the still air. “That’s damned strange.” There was nothing moving in the mountains now that would have scared the goats into leaving their winter range. Or there shouldn’t be. The big predators had followed the jackrabbits when they migrated into the valleys below the timberline. Only goats—wild Mironian goats—could exist at these heights in winter—eking out an existence that had little or no room for error. Their reluctance to leave the area was one of the things that made them such reliable sentries—guarding the mountain passes.


A ram, larger than the others, was at the back of the herd, urging stragglers along. Every now and again he would stop and look back up the mountain as if checking to see if anything might be following.


Sergeant Justin pushed his jacket’s hood back and held a hand up to shield his eyes from the sunshine glinting off the snow pack. There was a faint haze in the air hovering over the point where the pass through the mountains reached its peak. Either it was snowing again up there or a random breeze was stirring up the light powder that had fallen earlier. Or something else entirely was happening. Just what that could be puzzled the sergeant. He slipped the hood back up to cover his ears, stamped his feet as much to warm them as to knock the snow from his boots, and headed back down to the small hut where a wisp of smoke hinted at a warming fire and food. Two heads were better at solving riddles than one. Particularly if you were warm and dry when you tried to decipher the clues to the mystery. Justin wondered what the lieutenant would think of his oh-so-reliable wild goats now.
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“This is not natural, Blumgar.”


“Well, of course it’s not, Merkyn.” The big man chuckled. “It’s magic. I thought you Erramus were used to magic what with your seeresses and fortune-tellers and the like.”


The two men were standing, surrounded by their mounts and packhorses, looking up at the final approach to a mountain pass. Once they passed through it they would be in Mironius. 


“Not magic like this.” The Ivornian Guardsman shook his head. “Why are we doing this? What was wrong with following the trail that leads to Lindvale Pass? From there it’s a straight shot to Glenmoth.”


“It would have taken longer.” Blumgar crossed his arms over his massive chest. “Shortest distance is the best when you’re in a hurry. We’re headed like an arrow straight for Zalna Mountain. Well,” he shrugged, “as near to it as makes no never mind. Sokhal’s Keep lies in the shadow of Zalna and that’s where he’s going.”


Blumgar raised one hand and pointed at the figures standing on the road ahead. Kenrad, with Pratha beside, walked slowly up the slope as the snow swirled away from them. Merkyn and Blumgar could barely make out their silhouettes through the billowing snow rising up into the sky.


“Right after we parted with Errandra and the others, Kenrad got real quiet. Then, all of a sudden, he told me he wanted to go home and he was in a hurry to get there. I told him the pass wouldn’t be clear this early but he said it wouldn’t be a problem.” Blumgar shook his massive head. “I thought he was planning on melting the snow with his pendant or something like that. Turns out he didn’t need to lift a finger.” Blumgar gestured at the great plume of snow stretching up into the sky. “That’s the West Wind welcoming Kenrad back to Mironius. Clearing a path for his favorite son, the Thunder Lord, Restorer of the Empire.”


“I thought all the winds came when he summoned them at Castle Mizok. Not just Miron.”


“Oh, they did. Kenrad named them all—Aelenor, Caratha, Fotareh, and Miron. All four of the major winds answered. Sweeping the minor winds along with them as they responded to his call. That’s how he ended up with the lost winds. The ones that can’t remember where they came from. They’re following him around—waiting for him to find them a home. Nuisances, really. But Kenrad promised.”


“So Miron—”


“Is proud that the Thunder Lord hails from the land that bears his name. Hence the welcome.”


Merkyn frowned. “We’re headed to Sokhal’s Keep instead of the Governor’s Palace?”


“And that’s where you’re supposed to be going, with a message for Governor Graydon. Don’t worry, once Miron gets us through this pass we’ll figure a way to send you there.”
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“Well, it’s clear the goats have moved all right. What isn’t clear is the reason.” Wilf Thied frowned as he and Justin trudged along the mountain trail. “We know it can’t be because of humans. As deep as the snow is on this side it’s even deeper on the other—and the slope steeper if you’re headed this way. There’s no way anyone will try to enter Mironius from that direction until there’s been a thaw. It’s got to be another herd of goats. Maybe it’s a ram—though I think it’s too early for the rutting season to have started.”


The lieutenant stopped and adjusted the hang of the quiver full of arrows yet again. He hated walking in snowshoes, they made him feel clumsy and awkward. “I wrote and told the governor that she’d be better served if she sent us in search of those six-toed cats. Nothing’s coming through these passes.”


“Nothing except whatever is scaring those wild goats of yours.” Justin’s voice was muffled by the scarf covering the bottom part of his face. “The ones you saw fit to brag about. Correct me if I’m wrong but that’s how we ended up spending Fotor’s season in the mountains, isn’t it? Instead of being with the rest of the army snug and warm in the barracks down in Glenmoth.” Justin shook his head and the loose ends of his scarf swung back and forth. “Do us both a favor and keep those bright ideas of yours to yourself, will you?”


The two men rounded a curve and found themselves overlooking a small hollow. On its far side they could clearly see the trail as it continued to work its way up the mountain side to the pass above. But the segment of the path that stretched through the depression immediately before them was lost to sight—covered with a bright, white cloud that hugged the ground covering everything that was on the route.


“Xarcos!” The god’s name slipped from between Wilf Thied’s lips as they watched the cloud expand—growing wider and deeper as they stood there. “It’s a blizzard raging right before our eyes.”


The edge of the storm reached the pathway at their feet and began to rise up and, as it did, the men could see that it was made of snow—flakes of all sizes being tossed into the air by a breeze that was sweeping up the rocky trail, blowing the snow that covered it into the air while leaving the mounds that lay on either side of the path untouched.


“Look.” Wilf Thied peered into the roiling mist that was blurring his vision and saw behind the shifting curtains of snow the dark outline of a four-legged creature walking down the center of the mountain trail. Its gait was smooth, head held high, and there was something about the way it moved that looked familiar only on a larger scale from what he was used to seeing. “Justin, there’s something on the path. See!”


The roar of a big cat echoed through the snow.


“I think,” said Justin drily, “that it’s a cat and he heard you. And the cat’s not the only thing that’s headed our way.”










4

The Lord of Sokhal's Keep






Kenrad ran his hand across the wooden surface of the old table that sat in front of the fireplace in the great hall. It was the same table—table top, anyway—that he had hidden under some seven years ago. His uncle had had it restored—the table and the rest of the castle—Sokhal’s Keep. Not that long after Kenrad and Blumgar had gone to live with the magician at the Governor’s palace in Glenmoth, Uncle Stefan had insisted on having the castle restored—despite his nephew’s protests. A small smile crept onto Kenrad’s lips as he remembered how he had sworn that nothing could ever make him return to this place. Nothing and never. He had been adamant.


Back then he couldn’t imagine ever returning to the place where his mother had been killed, struck down like so many others while he was hiding, terrified that he would be next. And, at first, nothing—not even his uncle’s urgings—could change his mind. Both he and Blumgar had been reluctant to return to the castle. Their reasoning had differed; but the cause was the same. Memories.


The site of murder—of slaughter. The place where he’d laid his mother to rest. Next to the grave he’d sworn an oath to Ronah, Queen of the Gods. One that had burned within him for seven long years. A commitment to vengeance and revenge that had drawn him halfway across the world to the Ardurand Mountains. There he’d found the man he’d sworn to kill and finally had his revenge. But not before he’d learned the name of the man truly responsible for his mother’s death. The mage who had set it all in motion. Temar. Temar of Triam. That’s all he had. Just the name. And the knowledge that Fierard’s death—as satisfying as it had been—was not enough. The hunger for revenge still burned within him. Hotter now, perhaps, than before. The young man frowned. The man who caused his mother’s death was still alive. But now where did his duty lie? He’d not found answers in the mountains of the Ardurand—only more questions. 


The wood felt smooth beneath his roughened palm—callused with the shape of a pentagon. A hand that had grown accustomed to grasping khrystal—and the power that flowed through it. Here in this very room he had first used his powers—the magic of Sokhal’s Star. Strange how the rage he’d felt at the sound of a sword screaming—metal protesting how magic had twisted, tortured, and corrupted it—would haunt him and drive him until he finally gained the power to silence that very sword. To release the metal from its torment. How in acquiring that power his hearing had become even more sensitive to the sounds of the Song. Now the sounds filled his ears and threatened to overwhelm him—to engulf him.


Kenrad had returned to the mountains of his birth for the silence that filled them. The solitude of bare rock reaching mutely up to the sky. Citha-by-the-Sea had been filled with clamor and noise that reached into every niche of the city. No matter where he had gone—isolated tower or secluded room—the sounds of the city had followed him. The noises mixed chaotically with the Song of Narne until he wished he might go deaf.


In the dungeons of Castle Mizok, he had learned to hear the Song. Now, Elkines had told him, he must learn how to listen.
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Pratha sniffed the air, opened her mouth as if to roar, then breathed in the odors. These mountains smelled different. Cleaner than those other mountains, the ones she and her human had traveled through when she’d first joined him. The ones where she’d lost him and then found him again with the help of other humans. They’d left those mountains and gone to stay in man-made caves where the air smelled of salt and fish. She was glad to be back in the wilderness again. Away from the crowds with her human.


There was a scent in the air. Faint, but there nevertheless. The sharp odor of fresh tree sap. Sniffing the air the cat found the source—a tree trunk heavily scored with the tracks of claw marks. Pratha stretched her paws up, reaching as high on the trunk as she could and sank her claws into the wood. With a satisfied grunt, she pulled down and sat back to inspect what she’d accomplished. The grooves she’d made were higher, deeper, and longer than any of the others.


Satisfied, the big cat turned and headed back to the castle. She’d made her mark. Her presence known. It was time to return and make sure everything was as it should be with her human.
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Blumgar watched as Pratha padded into the great hall, walked over to where Kenrad was standing, rubbed up against his leg as she passed, then went and lay down by the fireplace.


“Pratha seems to be settling in. Of course it doesn’t take much to keep her happy now, does it?”


Kenrad looked up at the sound of his old friend’s voice. “What’s that, Blumgar?”


“The cat,” the big man gestured at Pratha who had closed her eyes and gave every sign that she was going to fall asleep by the fire. “As long as nobody tries to keep her away from you, she’s fine. Doesn’t much seem to care what it’s like where we are. Remember the trouble we had when we first got to Citha-by-the-Sea? Or, for that matter, how she behaved with the Ivornian Guard in the mountains? Once they learned not to come between you two, things were a whole lot quieter. Less roaring and snarling, I mean.”


Kenrad looked slightly bemused. “No. Sorry, old friend. I can’t say that I remember much of what was going on around me for most of that journey. I just left everything up to you and the others.”


“I think you did well enough, considering,” said Blumgar roughly. “What with being ambushed, imprisoned, tortured, and all. And then you having to save us, when we were coming to rescue you—the storm and all—what I’m saying is that it’s no wonder you weren’t at your best.”


“I do remember that there was some discussion about caging Pratha when we got to Citha-by-the-Sea. Something about not wanting a wild animal roaming free.” Kenrad frowned. “But I don’t remember it turning out to be much of a problem.”


“You can thank Elkines for that—her and Oken—turns out there’s a long history of Sand Cats being given free run of palaces and the like. Of course, there hadn’t been a big cat that cared to try it since the fall of the Empire, but that’s not to say it couldn’t be done again. And it could and did.”


“Still,” Kenrad looked hesitant—struggling to pick one memory out of countless overlapping ones. “Wasn’t Pratha caged the first time I met her—caged like a wild beast?”


“Yes,” Blumgar nodded, “but things have changed since then, haven’t they?”


“Changed? Oh, yes, yes, things have changed.” Kenrad fell silent and turned to run his hand across the table again.


Blumgar pursed his lips and watched his young friend fall into the reverie that often enveloped him since the fall of Castle Mizok and the death of Fierard. Yes, the old thief thought to himself, things have changed and Kenrad not the least of them. No wonder at that, of course. It was more than his having been ambushed, imprisoned, and tortured—though that was bound to have had some impact. Just as finding and slaying the man who’d killed his mother—getting the revenge Kenrad had sought for so long only to find that another man had been behind it—that too had to have affected him. Even so, it seemed to Blumgar that it was the magic that had done the most—had the biggest impact.


Elkines had explained it to him—as best she could. Blumgar could hear the old seeress’s words. “Kenrad is just now growing into his powers—ones that we his teachers can’t fully predict—or comprehend. He’s a Listener now—but not like any Listener I’ve known. He’s not of the Erramus and he’s not a woman. A man who hears the Song of Narne. No male has heard the Song since before the Empire fell. Not only is he a young man but he’s a magician.” She’d paused and shaken her head, still trying to come to grips with the complexities. “Who knows what the combination will lead to? We know what the prophecy says, we know Kenrad is the one, but we don’t know what happens next. What will his powers be? How will he learn to use them?”


The big man frowned. He’d never had any interest in magic and now he was surrounded by it. But whatever else was changing, Blumgar told himself, at the bottom of it all Kenrad was still Kenrad and it was up to him to help his friend.
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“Is everything to your satisfaction Blumgar—yours and Mage Kenrad’s?”


The big man started. Magness, the steward of Sokhal’s Keep, had appeared at his elbow without him noticing her approach. For a heartbeat Blumgar wondered if his friend’s absentminded spells were catching.


“As always, we’re well suited, thanks to you, Magness.”


The woman smiled, gave a little shiver, and slipped her hands into the sleeves of her robe. Her long brown hair lay in curls against the dark green fabric. “I’m glad to hear that.”


Blumgar pointed at the cat lying by the fireplace. “As you can see, even Pratha feels comfortable. Good work there. Can’t be easy to have a cat that size descend on your household.”


“From what I’ve been told, cats have always been welcome in this castle, Blumgar.”


“Not ones that size, surely.”


Magness shrugged. “Sokhal’s Keep is ancient. I’ve only been steward here since the massacre. Who knows what else these old walls have seen? More than one magician, that’s for sure. I’m glad to hear that Pratha seems content and—from what you tell me—I’d know if she wasn’t. I wish I could say the same about the Lord of Sokhal’s Keep.”


“Huh?” Blumgar looked surprised. “Kenrad? Why? What’s he done?”


“It’s what he hasn’t done—complained.” Magness pulled her hands out of her sleeves and waved them at the ceiling. “It’s cold and smoky in here. It’s obvious that there’s something wrong with the fireplace. It’s clearly not drawing properly. I don’t know what’s gone wrong, We’ve had fires in the great hall all winter and never had this problem before.”


The woman walked over to the fire tools, seized a poker, jabbed at one of the logs, and sent a flurry of sparks flying into the room. “Something must have gotten into the chimney and is blocking it. But what could it be?” 


Blumgar snorted. “It’s the winds. Or one of them, anyway. Been happening a lot lately.” He raised his voice. “Kenrad.”


The young man looked up from the piece of furniture he’d been staring at, gestured at it, and spoke. “I wonder how many generations of Sokhals have dined at this table. Mother told me that, as far as she knew, it was as old as the castle—maybe older.


“Oh, hello, Magness.” Kenrad smiled. “I’m sorry, I didn’t notice you come in. Have you been waiting long? Do you need something?”


“I need,” she brushed smoke away from her eyes, “for this blasted chimney to draw properly. I was just telling Blumgar that this is the first time we’ve had this problem all winter. I’m so embarrassed. Stewards are supposed to make the lords of the keep welcome. And comfortable.”


“It’s a breeze, or a gust, or a waft—whatever you want to call it, Kenrad. Hanging around hovering over the smokestack, trapping the air. Another one that’s forgotten where it’s supposed to be.”


Blumgar turned to Magness who was looking very puzzled. “It’s magic. It seems that after you call the winds some of them have to be told how to get back to wherever it is they belong—otherwise they just follow you around. If you’re powerful enough to have called them in the first place.”










5

In Glenmoth






“You sent for me?” Miron’s Warlock was standing in the doorway to the governor’s study. 


“Winter is coming to an end, Stefan.”


The wizard entered the room and walked across the study to where Graydon was seated behind her desk. “And once the snows recede, our enemies will return and attack. I see no reason to think otherwise.”


“Then we are agreed.” Graydon straightened in her chair. “Only this year the Army of Mironius will not be caught unprepared. It’s time to start putting some of our plans into motion.”


Stefan gave a single nod. “Just so.”


The governor tapped her desk with her signet ring. “I’ll have Firma send someone to relieve Wilf Thied and Justin. They should be able to return here for reassignment in a few days. Sharayah, as you know, has returned from Triam and is already in Glenmoth.”


Stefan frowned and rubbed his chin. “I don’t know exactly when we should expect Kenrad. Fotor’s grip lingers in Citha-by-the-Sea longer than it does here. Travel will be difficult until the snows melt.”


Graydon leaned back and looked at her most trusted advisor. “Have you had any—word—from your nephew?”


“No. He’s not used Sokhal’s Star to speak to me—or for any significant spell as far as I can tell. But that’s a good sign, I think. Not needing to use it.”


“You still feel confident that he’ll recover?”


“Yes.” The magician started his familiar pacing, up and down the room in front of the governor’s desk. “If I’m any judge, the care he was receiving there was as good as any he could have gotten here. The Erramic healers are skilled—and much more experienced in treating certain conditions than ours are.”


“Magic, you mean.” The woman began to twist her signet ring back and forth.


“Erramic magic, yes.” Stefan frowned. “Kenrad tried to explain it to me. How there in the dungeon he mixed our common magic, the magic I know, with the magic of the Erramus—and then the power of Sokhal’s Star. Three magics combined into one. Two magics I know nothing about and one, I fear I don’t know as well as I thought I did. I can’t begin to grasp how he was feeling but I could tell he was comforted by the Erramus.” The magician remembered how Kenrad and Errandra had looked at each other and smiled. “There’s no doubt I left him in good hands. Healing hands. Loving hands.”


Graydon gripped the armrests and peered intently at the magician. “And there’s no doubt he’ll be able to use this magic to help defend Mironius? No doubt in your mind at all?”


“I told you. The lad called the winds by name. All of them. I heard him.”


“Kenrad called the winds.” Graydon shook her head. “The winds, Stefan. I don’t know.”


“Graydon. He called and they came.”
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“Governor Graydon.”


Graydon turned to look at the figure standing in the doorway. “Yes, Firma?”


The steward of the Governor’s Palace stepped into the room, straightened his stooped shoulders, and spoke in a loud voice. “I’m sorry to interrupt when you’re in conference but Lieutenant Wilf Thied, Sergeant Justin, and that young man who claims to be a captain in the Ivornian Guard have just arrived here at the palace, your excellency, and beg an audience with you.” He stopped and coughed into his fist. “As soon as the governor might find it convenient to fit it in her schedule.”


“Captain Merkyn?” Surprise jerked the words out of the magician’s mouth before the governor could respond.


With his usual dignity, Firma turned to the warlock and bowed his head. “I believe that is the rank he claims, Miron’s Warlock.” The steward was particular about titles.


Stefan looked back at Graydon. “If Merkyn is here—the main road to Citha-by-the-Sea must be passable. I left him there when I returned to Mironius.”


The governor stood up and walked around her desk. “Calm down, Stefan. I know you’re eager to have word but what concerns me is the fact that two Mironian soldiers appear to have deserted their posts. Posts I assigned them.” 


“But don’t you see, if the roads are clearing that means Kenrad and Blumgar could be here soon. They might have left Citha-by-the-Sea already.”


Firma cleared his throat. “By your leave, Governor, the Lieutenant did ask me to mention they have a message from Mage Kenrad Sokhal—the Warlock’s nephew—they are supposed to deliver.”


“A message—” Stefan glanced at the Governor, snapped his mouth shut, threw his hands up in the air, and spun around on his heel, turning his back on the steward.


“A message from Kenrad?” Graydon cocked her head. “How could that be?” She spoke aloud to herself. “Unless Captain Merkyn brought it with him. And what was an Ivornian Guardsman doing at those mountain passes—if that’s where he ran into Thied and Justin? Those passes will be filled with snow for another fortnight. And if it’s not where he met them—” She addressed her steward. “I think I’ll see those two soldiers now, Firma. I can only suppose that they think this message will help them explain their gross dereliction of duty. From Kenrad you say.”


Stefan coughed but didn’t turn around.


“All right, Stefan. Send all of them in, Firma. All three.”
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On the Road





“Erramtrix Grinja.”


The Erramic woman, who’d decided to stretch her legs by walking the circumference of the Wagon Wall, stopped and turned toward the man who’d spoken her name. She was a little surprised to see an officer of the Ivornian Guard standing before her, then noticed behind him a buggy surrounded by a small party of uniformed horsemen. 


“Lieutenant Asties.” Grinja was careful to keep the surprise she felt out of her voice. Members of the Emperor’s Messenger Corps traveled light—more often than not by themselves. So it was a puzzle to see one who was obviously in charge of a squad escorting a buggy. A party that—even at this distance—looked more than a trifle road-weary. And, unless her eyes were failing, included a young girl who clearly wasn’t one of the Erramus. She turned her gaze back to Asties. “What can I do for one of the Emperor’s Messengers?”


“Erramtrix, there’s no other way to put it. I’m in trouble and need your help.”


The silver-haired woman blinked. The Ivornian Guardsman she remembered had been self-confident, almost arrogant.


“I was given an assignment and have made one mistake after the other in trying to fulfill it.” Asties paused, sighed, and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve been searching for an Erramtrix who could aid the messenger from the Great Library. When we left the Library we went east toward Rethau trying to catch up with Erramtrix Fajima. That was a mistake. Then I continued east hoping to meet Erramtrix Vilnial near Gnast. That was a mistake. Her caravan had been delayed and hadn’t even gotten as far as the Woods of Wrenthia. Then I decided to head west and here we are. I still haven’t finished the mission I was given and now General Neel has sent me new orders.” Asties stopped talking and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Erramtrix Grinja. I just—I’m at my wit’s end.”


“Are you saying that you have a message from a Scribe for an Erramtrix? But you don’t know which one?” 


“Messenger.” The guardsman pointed at the child standing next to the buggy. “I’ve been trying to get her to the right Erramtrix—for moons now. She seeks help with a cat prophecy.” Asties shoulders slumped. “One mistake after the other.”


Grinja patted Asties on the arm. “It’s too early to judge the choices you’ve made, Lieutenant. You’re here now. Let’s go to my Haigh and put our heads together. We’ll find a way forward. Meanwhile I’ll send someone to make your troop comfortable for the evening. Oh, and the messenger too, of course. Is that the young girl I saw? She must be exhausted.” Grinja started walking. “Did you say a cat prophecy, Asties? Intriguing.”


“Yes, Erramtrix.” The man turned, stood up straighter, and followed. “In truth, I should have said messengers. She has a cat with her.”
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Lekelia’s arms felt heavy, her wrists weak, and the weight of the practice sword and scabbard tugged at her waist. She knew that she would wake up tomorrow with sore muscles. But she also knew that one of her thrusts had gotten through Harobed Bry’s guard so her swordmaster might feel a twinge or two tomorrow as well. Lekelia smiled to herself. When she’d first started training with the caravanmaster she had despaired of ever making Harobed Bry so much as flinch. But now? As she walked toward her wagon, the young woman allowed herself a little surge of pride in coming so far so quickly. Perhaps what she’d overheard was true—maybe she was something of a natural swordsman. 


She stopped to adjust the way the sword hung from her belt and glanced around the Wagon Wall. The daily bustle of setting up the campground had been all but completed and people had moved on to other duties—mending, weaving, leather-work, preparing the evening meal. The sight of a buggy within the circle caught her attention and she started toward it wondering who might have arrived. It was a standard buggy type, one favored by the Ivornian Guard, in fact it looked like the one she’d often ridden in when she was younger. Just the other day Erramtrix Grinja had remarked that Errandra would soon be joining this caravan. Something about additional training—but a skilled horseman like Errandra wouldn’t have needed a buggy unless—


Lekelia began walking faster, ignoring the sheathed blade as it slapped against her thigh. She had left Citha-by-the-Sea a few days after Errandra and her company of Ivornian Guards had set out for the Ardurand Mountains. Word had come that their mission had been successful. The Amisseram had been found, rescued, and brought back to Citha-by-the-Sea—but she had not heard if anybody had been injured.


A figure walked out from behind the buggy and, catching sight of it, Lekelia slowed down, breaking stride. It was a child, well, she corrected herself, a young girl. A person perfectly suited to be a passenger in such a buggy, which meant there had been no need for her to imagine reasons why someone as healthy and fit as Errandra would have been the passenger. 


“Hello.”


Lekelia noted the girl’s pale complexion, her light brown hair, and her accent. She clearly wasn’t Erramic. She was holding a small cat in her arms, occasionally stroking its head.


“Hello,” Lekelia responded, nodding once in greeting. “My name is Lekelia. And you are?”


“My name is Gwilyn. Are you an Ivornian Guardsman?”


Lekelia looked down at her cloth tunic and then back up wondering how anybody could mistake what she was wearing for the uniform of the Ivornian Guard. “No. Why would you? Oh, my sword.” She patted the hilt. “No, I’ve not been in the guard. I’ve just finished a lesson and I’m on my way to my wagon to put away my sword. What’s your cat’s name?”


“Mosa.” At the sound of his name the cat began to squirm. “Only he’s not really my cat. I mean he’s with me and I take care of him but—”


Lekelia nodded. “I understand. I live with a cat too. Can I pet him?”


“He’s a little grumpy right now. He wants down and I’m afraid to let him. He chewed through his leash and I haven’t had a chance to repair it.”


Lekelia reached out her hand and let Mosa sniff it. “I left my cat in the wagon, but that’s because she doesn’t like it when I spar with Harobed Bry. We think the swords make her nervous—anyway she growls a lot. But I think you can put Mosa down. We’re behind the Wagon Wall. He should be perfectly safe.”


“Well,” the young girl looked doubtful. “If you don’t think your Erramtrix would mind.” 


“Grinja? I wouldn’t think so but it’s the caravanmaster who makes those kind of decisions. Harobed Bry doesn’t have any problem with me letting Qahreen—that’s my cat’s name—wander around inside the circle. And she’s bigger than your cat. Besides you’re going to have to put him down sometime. Let’s see how he does. I’ll help you catch him if he tries to run away.”


With a sigh Gwilyn knelt down and put Mosa on the ground. “It’s just that Mosa always seems to get into trouble—but it’s never his fault.”


“What a handsome cat!” Lekelia dropped to one knee and held out her hand. “He’s the color of pewter. And look at those eyes! They’re as blue as a kitten’s!”


Mosa had already smelled the hand the stranger was sticking out at him but he sniffed it again. There was an old scent there, hiding beneath the fresher smell of human sweat, that interested him, but what really interested him was having all four paws on the ground. Riding in Gwilyn’s lap was all right for part of the day but he was tired of it. He edged just out of the new human’s reach, sat down and began washing, licking a paw and dragging it across one ear.


Lekelia stretched her hand out a little farther and she and Gwilyn watched as Mosa shifted to keep himself just out of reach.


“Just like a cat.”


They both spoke at the same time, laughed, stood up, and looked at each other, liking what they saw.


“And you never want to laugh at them. It hurts their feelings.” 


Lekelia agreed. “I know. It upsets them when you think they did something funny. Big or little, a cat’s a cat.”
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Mosa continued to groom himself as his human and the new one mewed back and forth. Sometimes he wondered about the
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