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A QUESTION OF TRUST

“What is it? You look like you’ve just seen your own ghost.”

A desperate ache lanced through Seregil as he looked down into Alec’s dark blue eyes.

Damn you, Nysander!

“I can’t tell you, talí, because I’d only have to lie,” he said, suddenly dejected. “I’m going to do something now, and you’re going to watch and say nothing.”

Taking the final page of the manuscript, he twisted it into a tight squib and tossed it into the fire.

“But what about Nysander?” Alec asked. “What will you tell him?”

“Nothing, and neither will you.”

“But—”

“We’re not betraying him. You have my oath. I believe he already knows what we just learned, but he can’t know that you know. Not until I tell you it’s safe. Understand?”

“More secrets,” Alec said, looking solemn and unhappy.

“Yes, more secrets. I need your trust in this, Alec. Can you give it?”
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PROLOGUE

The lean ship smashed through foaming crests, pounding southwest out of Keston toward Skala. By night she ran without lanterns; her crew, accomplished smugglers all, sailed with eyes lifted skyward to the stars. By day they kept constant watch, though there was little chance of meeting another ship. Only a Plenimaran captain would chance deepwater sailing so late in the year and this winter there would be none so far north. Not with a war brewing.

Ice sheathed the rigging. The sailors pulled the halyards with bleeding hands, chipped frozen water from the drinking casks, and huddled together off watch, muttering among themselves about the two gentlemen passengers and the grim pack of cutthroats who’d come aboard.

The second day out, the captain came above slobbering drunk. Gold was no use to dead men, he howled over the wind; foul weather was coming, they were turning back. Smiling, the dark nobleman led him below and that was the last anyone heard of the matter. The captain fell overboard sometime that same night. That was the story, at least; the fact was that he was nowhere to be found the next morning and their course remained unchanged.

The mate took over, tying himself to the wheel as they wallowed along. Blown off course, they missed Gull Island and sailed on without respite through lashing sleet and exhaustion. On the fourth day two more men were swept away as waves nearly swamped the ship. A mast snapped, dragging its sail like a broken wing. Miraculously, the ship held true while the remaining crew fought to cut away the tangled ropes.

Clinging among the frozen shrouds that night, the men muttered again, but cautiously. Their finely dressed passengers had brought ill fortune with them; no one wanted to chance attracting their eye. The ship plunged on as if helpful demons guided her keel.

Two days out from Cirna the gale lifted. A pale sun burst through the shredding clouds to guide the battered vessel westward, but foul luck still dogged her. A sudden fever struck among the crew. One by one, they sickened, throats swelling shut as black sores blossomed in the warmth of groins and armpits. Those untouched by the illness watched in horror as the gentlemen’s men-at-arms laughingly tossed the bloated corpses overboard. None of the passengers sickened, but by the time they sighted the towering cliffs of the Skalan Isthmus the last of the crew could feel the weakness overtaking them.

They reached the mouth of Cirna harbor in darkness, guided by the leaping signal fires that flanked the mouth of the Canal. Still sagging at the wheel, the dying mate watched the passengers’ men strike the sails, lower anchor, and heave the longboat over the side.

One of the gentlemen, the dark-haired one with a long scar under his eye, suddenly appeared at the mate’s elbow. He was smiling, always smiling, though it never seemed to reach his eyes. Half-delirious, the mate staggered back, fearful of being devoured by those soulless eyes.

“You did well,” the dark man said, reaching to tuck a heavy purse into the mate’s pocket. “We’ll see ourselves ashore.”

“There’s some of us still alive, sir!” croaked the mate, looking anxiously toward the signal fires, the warm lights of the town glimmering so close across the water. “We’ve got to get ashore for a healer!”

“A healer, you say?” The dark gentleman raised an eyebrow in concern. “Why, my companion here is a healer of sorts. You had only to ask.”

Looking past him, the mate saw the other man, the weedy one with the face like a rat’s, at work chalking something on the deck. As he straightened from his task the mate recognized the warning symbol for plague.

“Come, Vargûl Ashnazai, isn’t there something you can do for this poor fellow?” the dark man called.

The mate shuddered as the other man glided toward him. Not once during the voyage had he heard this man speak. When he did now the words were unintelligible and seemed to collect in the mate’s throat like stones. Gagging, he slumped to the deck. The one called Ashnazai laid a cold hand against his cheek and the world collapsed in a blaze of black light.

Mardus stepped clear of the bile spreading out from the dead sailor’s mouth. “What about the others?”

The necromancer smiled, his fingers still tingling pleasantly from the mate’s death. “Dying as we speak, my lord.”

“Very good. Are the men ready?”

“Yes, my lord.”

Mardus took a last satisfied look around the deck of the ravaged vessel, then climbed down to the waiting boat.

Cloaked in Ashnazai’s magic, they passed the quay and custom house without challenge. Climbing a steep, icy street, they found rooms ready for them at the Half Moon tavern.

Mardus and Ashnazai were just settling down over a hot supper in Mardus’ chamber when someone scratched softly at the door.

Captain Tildus entered with a grizzled man named Urvay, Mardus’ chief spy in Rhíminee for the past three years. The man was invaluable, both for his skill and his discretion. Tonight he was dressed as a gentleman merchant and looked distinguished in velvet and silver.

Urvay saluted him gravely. “I’m glad to see you safe, my lord. It’s nasty sailing this time of year.”

Mardus dismissed Tildus, then waved the spy to a nearby chair. “What have you to report, my friend?”

“Bad news and good, my lord. Lady Kassarie is dead.”

“That Leran woman?” asked Ashnazai.

“Yes. The Queen’s spies attacked her keep about a week ago. She died in the battle. Vicegerent Barien committed suicide over the matter and there are rumors that the Princess Royal was implicated somehow, though the Queen’s taken no action against her. The rest of the faction has gone to ground or fled.”

“A pity. They might have proved useful. But what about our business?”

“That’s the good news, my lord. I have new people in place with several influential nobles.”

“Which ones?”

“Lord General Zymanis, for one—word is he’s about to be commissioned with overseeing the lower city fortifications. And one of my men just got himself betrothed to Lady Kora’s second daughter and has the run of the villa. But of particular interest, my lord—” Urvay paused, leaning forward a little. “I’m in the process of establishing a contact inside the Orëska House.”

Mardus raised an eyebrow. “Excellent! But how? We haven’t been able to get a spy in there for years.”

“Not a spy, my lord, but a turncoat. His name is Pelion í Eirsin. He’s an actor, and highly thought of at the moment.”

“What’s he got to do with the Orëska?” demanded Vargûl Ashnazai.

“He’s got a lover there,” Urvay explained quickly, “a young sorceress said to be the mistress of one or two of the older wizards as well. Her name’s Ylinestra, and she’s got a bit of a reputation around the city; a fiery little catamount with an eye for handsome young men and powerful old ones. This man Pelion is evidently part of her collection. Through him we may be able to get to her and perhaps others. She’s not a member of the Orëska herself, but she lives there and has rooms of her own.”

“I hardly think we need the services of some slut to get into the place,” the necromancer scoffed.

“Maybe not,” Urvay interrupted, “but this slut numbers the wizard Nysander among her lovers.”

“Nysander í Azusthra?” Mardus nodded approvingly. “Urvay, you’ve outdone yourself! But what have you told this actor of yours?”

“To him, I am Master Gorodin, a great admirer of his work. I also understand how important patronage is to a young actor on the rise, and to a certain playwright who’s willing to create roles especially for him. In return, my new friend Pelion passes on whatever bit of gossip he picks up around town. He likes the deal, and knows better than to ask too many questions. As long as the gold flows, he’s ours.”

“Well done, Urvay. Spare no expense with him. We must infiltrate the Orëska before spring. You understand? It is imperative.”

“I do, my lord. Shall I make arrangements for you in Rhíminee?”

“No. Nothing’s to be arranged in advance. I’ll contact you when I need you. For now, keep an eye on Pelion and his sorceress.”

Urvay rose and bowed. “I will, my lord. Farewell.”

When he was gone Mardus returned to his interrupted meal, but Vargûl Ashnazai found his appetite had fled.

The Orëska, he thought bitterly, fingering the ivory vial that hung from a chain around his thin neck. That’s where they’d gone, the thieves who’d stolen the Eye from under his very nose.

Mardus had nearly killed him that night in Wolde. Worse yet, he’d threatened to banish him from their quest. If Mardus had entrusted him with the disks in the first place, of course, it would never have happened, but that was a point not worth arguing. Not if he cared to live longer than his next word.

His standing with Mardus had eroded steadily ever since. Even with the power of the Eye itself to aid him, he’d been unable to exercise sufficient power over the fugitives to stop them. The Aurënfaie had proven infuriatingly resistant to his magicks and when he’d finally succumbed to the dra’gorgos attack at the inn, the boy, that wretched boy, had outmaneuvered them, spiriting his partner away before Mardus and his men could reach the place.

Still holding the vial between his fingers, Vargûl Ashnazai pictured the precious blood-soaked slivers of wood inside, slivers he’d gouged from the floor of the Mycenian inn where his dra’gorgos had overtaken them.

The talisman he’d made with their blood was a powerful guide, so powerful that he’d almost caught them at Keston. But then they’d slipped on ahead by sea and another’s power was growing around them, occluding his own. He’d recognized the resonance of the magic at once. Orëska magic.

And so Mardus and his men had tracked them by methods thoroughly mundane, while he, a necromancer of the Sanctum, rode along like so much useless baggage.

Mardus had been sanguine. They already knew where the thieves were headed, result once again of Mardus’ cold-blooded methods rather than his own. One of the river sailors captured after the destruction of the Darter—this, at least, was Vargûl’s work—had screamed out with his last breath what they’d needed to know.

To be sitting here now, no more than two days ride from the stronghold of his enemies, was maddening.

So close! he thought, closing his fist around the vial.

Mardus saw, and guessed his thoughts. “Why not scry for them again?”

Vargûl Ashnazai shifted uncomfortably. “It’s been the same for weeks now.”

Mardus glanced over at him, much the way any man might look at another who’s said something mildly surprising. But Mardus was not just any man. As his gaze met Ashnazai’s, the necromancer felt a stab of fear. It was not madness he saw in his companion’s eyes—never that—but something worse, an obdurate purposefulness steeped with the shadow of their god. Mardus might not have magic, but he had power. He was touched, chosen.

Held in that remorseless gaze, Ashnazai felt the blood slow in his veins. Clasping the vial more tightly, he placed his other hand over his eyes and summoned the image of the thieves.

For a moment he felt the reassuring pulse of his own considerable power. The inner blackness flowed through him to the vial and beyond, using the essence of the blood to seek its source. Ever since the thieves had reached Rhíminee, however, a veil had dropped over them. Someone had placed a protective spell over them, and the resistance to his magic was fierce and decisive.

This time was no different. The moment he focused his concentration on their location, he was blinded by a searing vision of fire and huge, leathery wings. The message was clear enough: These people are under the protection of the Orëska. You cannot touch them.

Gasping, Ashnazai let go of the vial and pressed both hands to his face.

“No change?”

Ashnazai could tell without looking up that the bastard was smiling.

“Then Urvay’s actor is truly a blessing placed in our path. If these two are still under the protection of the Orëska wizards, where better to seek them?”

“I hope you’re right, my lord. When I find them, I’ll crush their beating hearts in my hands!”

“Vengeance is a dangerous emotion.”

Looking up, Vargûl Ashnazai saw a familiar blankness pass across his companion’s face, the touch of the god.

“You should be grateful to them for leading us to the completion of our quest,” Mardus continued softly, staring into the depths of his cup. “This actor and his sorceress are the seal on that. Patience is the key now. Be patient. Our moment will come.”
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1
A LOUSY NIGHT FOR IT

Sleet-laden winds lashed in off the winter sea, racketing through the dark streets of Rhíminee like a huge, angry child. Loose shingles and roof tiles tore free and clattered down into streets and gardens. Bare trees swayed and clashed their branches like dead bones in the night. In the harbor below the citadel, vessels were tossed from their moorings to founder against the moles. In upper and lower city alike, even the brothel keepers put up their shutters early.

Two cloak-wrapped figures slipped from a shadowed courtyard in Blue Fish Street and hurried east to Sheaf Street.

“I can’t believe we’re out in this to deliver a damn love token,” Alec groused, shaking his wet, fair hair from his eyes.

“We’ve got the Rhíminee Cat’s reputation to maintain,” Seregil said, shivering beside the boy. The slender Aurënfaie envied Alec his northern-bred tolerance for the cold. “Lord Phyrien paid for the thing to be on the girl’s pillow tonight. I’ve been wanting a peek into her father’s dispatch box anyway. Word is he’s maneuvering for the Vicegerent’s post.”

Seregil grinned to himself. For years, the mysterious thief known only as the Rhíminee Cat had assisted the city’s upper class in their endless intrigues; all it took to summon him was gold and a discreet note left in the right hands. None had ever guessed that this faceless spy was virtually one of their own, or that the arrangement was as much to his benefit as theirs.

The wind buffeted at them from all sides as they pressed on toward the Noble Quarter. Reaching the fountain colonnade at the head of Golden Helm Street, Seregil ducked inside for a moment’s shelter.

“Are you sure you’re up to this? How’s your back?” he asked as he stooped to drink from the spring at the center of the colonnade.

Less than two weeks had passed since Alec had pulled Princess Klia from the fiery room below the traitor Kassarie’s keep. Valerius’ malodorous drysian salves had worked their healing magic, but as they’d dressed tonight he’d noticed that the skin across the boy’s shoulders was still tender-looking in places. Not that Alec would admit it and risk being sent back, of course.

“I’m fine,” Alec insisted as expected. “It’s your teeth I hear chattering, not mine.” Shaking out his sodden cloak, he tossed one long end over his shoulder. “Come on. We’ll be warmer if we keep moving.”

Seregil looked with sudden longing toward the entrance to the Street of Lights across the way. “We’d be a hell of a lot warmer in there!”

It had been months since he’d visited any of the elegant pleasure houses. The thought of so many warm, perfumed beds and warm, perfumed bodies made him feel even colder.

Invisible in the shadows, Alec made no reply, but Seregil heard him shifting uncomfortably. The boy’s solitary upbringing had left him uncommonly backward in certain matters, even for a Dalnan. Such reticence was unfathomable to Seregil, though out of respect for their friendship he did his best not to tease the boy.

The fashionable avenues of the Noble Quarter were deserted, the great houses and villas dark behind their high garden walls. Ornate street lanterns creaked unlit on their hooks, extinguished by the storm.

The house in Three Maidens Street was a large, sprawling villa surrounded by a high courtyard wall. Alec kept an eye out for bluecoat patrols while Seregil tossed the grapple up and secured the rope. The roar of the storm covered any noise as they scrambled up and over. Leaving the rope in a clump of bushes, Seregil led the way through the gardens.

After a brief search, Alec found a small shuttered window set high in a wall at the back of the house. Climbing onto a water butt, he pried back the shutter with a knife and peered inside.

“Smells like a storeroom,” he whispered.

“Go on then. I’m right behind you.”

Alec went in feet first and disappeared soundlessly inside.

Climbing up, Seregil sniffed the earthy scents of potatoes and apples. Squeezing through, he lowered himself in onto what felt like sacks of onions. He reached out, finding Alec’s shoulder in the darkness, and together they felt their way to a door. Seregil eased the latch up and peeked out into the cavernous kitchen beyond.

The coals in the hearth gave off enough of a glow to make out two servants asleep on pallets there. Deep snores sounded from the shadows of a nearby corner. To the right was an open archway. Tapping Alec on the arm, Seregil headed for it on tiptoe.

The arch let onto a servant’s passage. Climbing a narrow staircase, they crept down a succession of hallways in search of Lord Decian’s private study. Not finding it, they moved up to the next floor and chanced shielded lightstones.

By this dim light they saw that these nobles left their shoes outside their bedroom door for a servant to collect and clean. Seregil nudged Alec and flipped him the sign for “lucky.” The lord of the house had only one daughter; it was a simple matter to find the footgear appropriate for a maiden of fifteen.

A pair of dainty boots stood before a door at the far end of the corridor. A stout pair of shoes next to them warned that the young woman did not sleep alone.

Seregil stifled a grin. Alec was in for more than he’d bargained for, in more ways than one.

Alec lightly fingered the latch, found the door unbarred. The delivery was his task tonight, more training in the ways of the Cat. This sort of job, though hardly as significant as their recent work for Nysander, required a high level of finesse and he was anxious to prove himself.

Sliding his lightstone back into his tool roll, Alec took a deep breath and lifted the latch.

A night lamp burned on a stand beside the bed. The hangings were open and inside he could see a young girl with heavy braids asleep on the side nearest the door, her face turned to the light. Beside her, a larger form, her mother or nurse perhaps, stirred restlessly beneath the thick comforter.

Creeping to the side of the bed, he took out the token, a tiny scroll pushed through a man’s golden ring. Left to his own devices, he’d simply have put it on the lamp stand and been done with it, but Lord Phyrien had been very exact in his instructions. The ring must be left on his sweetheart’s pillow.

Bending over the girl, Alec placed the ring as specified. Too late he heard Seregil’s sharp intake of breath. The heavy ring immediately rolled down the curve of the pillow and struck the girl on the cheek just beside her mouth.

Startled brown eyes flashed wide. Fortunately for Alec, she saw the ring before she could cry out. Her look of fear changed instantly to one of mute joy as she mistook his muffled form for that of her lover.

“Oh, Phyrien, you are bold!” she breathed, stealing a quick look at the sleeping woman beside her. Grasping Alec’s hand, she drew it gently but insistently under the bedclothes.

Alec blushed furiously in the depths of his hood. Like most Skalans, she slept nude. He didn’t dare resist, however. Any kind of struggle would not only seem suspicious, but probably shake the bed enough to awaken its other occupant.

“You’re so cold!” she said with a hushed giggle, pulling his hand still lower. “Kiss me, my brave lover. I’ll warm you.”

Holding his hood in place with his free hand, Alec pressed his lips hastily to hers, then motioned warningly at the other woman. Pouting prettily, the girl released him and tucked the token away beneath her pillow.

With his heart hammering in his ears, Alec extinguished the lamp and hurried back out into the corridor.

“Seregil, I—” he began in a whisper, but his companion cut the apology short, grabbing him by the arm and hustling him off the way they’d come.

Damn, damn, damn! Alec berated himself. A simple little delivery job and I cock it up.

Braced every moment for an outcry, they hurried down to the kitchen and weaseled back out the storeroom window. Outside, Seregil was still implacably silent. Climbing over the wall, he set off at a run. Alec followed, grimly convinced he was in disgrace.

Three streets from the villa, Seregil suddenly stopped and hauled him into an alleyway, then bent over, hands on knees, as if to catch his breath.

Braced for a scathing lecture, it took Alec a moment to realize that Seregil was laughing.

“Bilairy’s Balls, Alec!” he burst out. “I’d give a hundred sesters to have seen the look on your face when that ring rolled away. And when she tried to pull you into bed—” He sagged against the aley wall, shaking with laughter.

“But it was so stupid,” Alec groaned. “I should have seen it would slide off.”

Seregil wiped his eyes, grinning. “Maybe so, but these things happen. I don’t know how many times I’ve pulled a blunder like that. It’s the recovery that counts and you did just fine. ‘Learn and live,’ I always say.”

Relieved, Alec fell into step beside him as they headed for home. Before they’d gone another block, however, Seregil let out another snort of laughter. Leaning heavily on Alec’s shoulder, he moaned in a lilting falsetto, “Kiss me, my brave lover. I’ll warm you up!” then staggered away, cackling into the wind.

Perhaps, Alec thought in exasperation, he hadn’t heard the last of the matter after all.

Back at Cockerel Inn, they nicked a late snack from Thryis’ pantry and crept up the hidden staircase on the second floor. Warding glyphs glowed briefly as Seregil whispered the passwords. At the top of the stairs, they crossed the chilly attic storeroom to their own door.

The cluttered sitting room was still warm from the evening fire. Tossing his wet cloak over the mermaid statue by the door, Alec shucked off soaked clothing as he crossed to his bed in the corner by the hearth.

Seregil watched with a faint smile. The boy’s considerable and, to his way of thinking, unnatural degree of modesty had lessened somewhat over the months of their acquaintance, but Alec still turned away as he stripped off his leather breeches and pulled on a long shirt. At sixteen he was very like Seregil in build: slim, lean, and fair-skinned. Seregil quickly busied himself sorting a pile of correspondence on the table as the boy turned around again.

“We don’t have anything in particular planned for tomorrow, do we?” Alec asked, taking a bite from one of the meat pies they’d purloined.

“Nothing pressing,” said Seregil, yawning hugely as he went to his chamber door. “And I don’t intend to be up before noon. Good night.”

With the aid of a lightstone, he navigated past the stacks of books and boxes and other oddments to the broad, velvet-hung bed that dominated the back of the tiny room. Peeling off his wet garments, he slipped between the immaculate sheets with a groan of contentment. Ruetha appeared from some cluttered corner and leapt up with a throaty trill, demanding to be let under the covers.

It had been a busy year overall, he thought, stroking the cat absently. Especially the past few months. Just realizing how long it had been since he’d visited the Street of Lights underscored the general disruption of his life.

Oh well. Winter’s here. There’ll always be work enough to keep us occupied, but plenty of leisure too for the pleasures of the town. All in all, I’d say we’ve earned a bit of a respite.

Imagining quiet, snowy months stretching out before them, Seregil drifted contentedly off to sleep—

—only to lurch up sometime soon after from a nightmare of plummeting into darkness, Alec’s terrified cry ringing in his ears as they fell down, down, past the walls of Kassarie’s keep into the gorge below.

Opening his eyes with a gasp, Seregil was at once relieved and annoyed to find himself slumped naked in one of Nysander’s sitting-room armchairs.

There was no need to ask how he’d gotten there; the green nausea of a translocation spell cramped his belly. Pushing his long, dark hair back from his face, he scowled wretchedly up at the wizard.

“Forgive me for bringing you here so abruptly, dear boy,” said Nysander, handing him a robe and a steaming mug of tea.

“I assume there’s a good reason for this,” Seregil muttered, knowing very well that there must be for Nysander to subject him to magic so soon after the shape-changing incident.

“But of course. I tried to bring you earlier, but you two were busy burgling someone.” Pouring himself a mug of tea, Nysander settled into his usual chair on the other side of the hearth. “I just looked in for a moment. Were you successful?”

“More or less.” Nysander appeared in no hurry to elucidate, but it was obvious he’d been working on something. His short grey beard was smudged with ink near his mouth, and he wore one of the threadbare old robes he favored for his frequent all-night work sessions. Surrounded by the room’s magnificent collection of books and oddities, he looked like some down-at-the-heels scholar who’d wandered in by mistake.

“Alec is looking better, I noticed,” Nysander remarked.

“He’s healing. It’s his hair I’m concerned about. I’ve got to get him presentable in time for the Festival of Sakor.”

“Be thankful he came away no worse off then he did. From what Klia and Micum told me, he’s lucky to be alive at all. Ah, and before I forget, I have something for the two of you from Klia and the Queen.” He handed Seregil two velvet pouches. “A public acknowledgment is impossible, of course, but they wished to express their gratitude nonetheless. That green one there is yours.”

Seregil had received such rewards before. Expecting another trinket or bit of jewelry, he opened the little bag. What he found inside reduced him to stunned silence.

It was a ring, a very familiar ring. The great, smooth ruby glowed like wine in its heavy setting of Aurënfaie silver when he held it closer to the fire.

“Illior’s Light, Nysander, this is one of the rings I took from Corruth í Glamien’s corpse,” he gasped, finding his voice at last.

Nysander leaned forward and clasped his hand. “He was your kinsman and Idrilain’s, Seregil. She thought it a fitting reward for solving the mystery of his disappearance. She hopes you shall wear it with honor among your own people one day.”

“Give her my thanks.” Seregil tucked it reverently away in its bag. “But you didn’t magick me out of bed just for this?”

Nysander sat back with a chuckle. “No. I have a task which may be of interest to you. However, there are conditions to be set forth before I explain. Agree to abide by them or I shall send you back now with all memory of this meeting expunged.”

Seregil blinked in surprise. “It must be some job. Why didn’t you bring Alec?”

“I shall come to that presently. I can say nothing until you agree to the conditions.”

“Fine. I agree. What are they?”

“First, you may ask no question unbidden.”

“Why not?”

“Starting now.”

“Oh, all right. What else?”

“Second, you must work in absolute secrecy. No one is to know of this, particularly not Alec or Micum. Will you give me your oath on it?”

Seregil regarded him in silence for a moment; keeping secrets from Alec was no easy business these days. Still, how could something so shrouded in mystery fail to be interesting?

“All right. You have my word.”

“Your oath,” Nysander insisted somberly.

Shaking his head, Seregil held out his left hand, palm up, before him. “Asurit betuth dös Aura Elustri kamar sösui Seregil í Korit Solun Meringil Bôkthersa. And by my honor as a Watcher, I swear also. Is that sufficient?”

“You know I would never impose such conditions on you without good reason,” the wizard chided.

“Still, it seems to be happening quite a lot these days,” Seregil retorted sourly. “Now can I ask questions?”

“I will answer what I can.”

“Why is it so crucial for Alec and Micum not to know?”

“Because if you let slip the slightest detail of what I am about to tell you, I shall have to kill all of you.”

Though spoken calmly, Nysander’s words jolted him like a kick in the throat; he’d known the wizard too long to mistake his absolute sincerity. For an instant, Seregil felt as if he were looking into the face of a stranger. Then suddenly, everything fell into place as neatly as a three-tumbler lock. He sat forward, slopping hot tea over his knees in his excitement.

“It’s to do with this, isn’t it?” he exclaimed, tapping his chest. There, beneath Nysander’s obscuring magic, lay the branded imprint of the wooden disk he’d stolen from Duke Mardus at Wolde—the same strange, deceptively crude disk that had nearly taken his life. “You went white the night I told you about showing a drawing of it to the Illioran Oracle. I thought you were going to fall over.”

“Perhaps now you understand my distress,” Nysander replied grimly.

They’d never spoken of that conversation, but the dread Seregil had felt then returned now in full force. “Bilairy’s Balls! You’d have done it, too.”

Nysander sighed heavily. “I would never have forgiven myself, I assure you, but I would also have been furious with you for forcing me into such an act. Do you recall what I said to you then?”

“To pray I never found out what that disk really is?”

“Precisely. And to undertake this task, you must continue to accept that as my answer on the subject.”

Seregil slouched glumly in his chair. “Same old answer, eh? And what if I say no to all this? That if you don’t tell me the whole story I want no part of it?”

Nysander shrugged. “Then as I said before, I shall remove all memory of this conversation from your mind and send you home. There are certainly others who could aid me.”

“Like Thero, I suppose?” Seregil snapped before he could stop himself.

“Oh, for—”

“Does he know the Great Secret?” The old jealousy gripped Seregil’s heart. The last thing he wanted to hear was that the young assistant wizard knew more of this than he did.

“He knows less than you,” Nysander replied, exasperated. “Now do you want the task or not?”

Seregil let out a frustrated growl. “All right, then. What’s this all about?”

Nysander pulled a sheet of vellum from his sleeve and handed it to him. “To begin with, tell me what you make of this.”

“Looks like a page from a book.” The vellum was darkened with age or weather. Seregil rubbed a corner of it between his fingers and sniffed it, then examined the writing itself. “It’s old, four or five centuries at least. Poorly kept at first, though later carefully preserved. And the vellum is human or Aurënfaie skin, rather than kid.” He paused again, examining the stitching holes on the left edge. “These are still intact, showing that it was carefully removed from a book, rather than torn. It was already damaged by dampness, though. Judging by the color I’d say the page was steeped in poison after that, but that’s obviously been neutralized or we wouldn’t be handling it.”

“Quite so.”

Oblivious now to everything but the task at hand, Seregil tugged absently at a strand of hair.

“Let’s see. The writing is Asuit Old Style and it’s written in that language, which originated with the hill people north of Plenimar. From that we can infer that our author was either from that region or a scholar of languages.”

“As you are, dear boy. I assume you can read it?”

“Hmm—yes. Looks like the ravings of a mad prophet. Very poetic, though. ‘Watch with me, beloved, as demons strip the fruit from the vine.’ Then something about horses—and ‘The golden flame is married with darkness. The Beautiful One steps forth to caress the bones of the house …’ No, that’s not right. It’s ‘the bones of the world.’ ”

Moving to the table, he pulled a lamp closer. “Yes. I thought it was just a few errors with the accent marks, but it isn’t. There’s a cipher here.”

Nysander passed him a wax writing tablet and a stylus. “Care to try it?”

Scanning back through the document, Seregil found sixteen words with misplaced accents. Listing only the wrongly accented letters, he came up with twenty-nine.

Frowning, he tapped the stylus against his chin, “This is a bitch of a thing.”

“More difficult than you know,” said Nysander. “It took my master Arkoniel and myself over a year to discover the key. Mind you, we were working on other things at the time.”

Seregil tossed aside the stylus with a groan. “You mean to tell me you’ve broken this already?”

“Oh, yes. That is not the task, you see. But I knew that you would prefer to work with the original and draw your own conclusions.”

“So how does it work?”

Joining him at the table, Nysander turned the wax tablet over and began to write rapidly. “To begin with, the accented letters come out to nonsense, a fact it took a discouragingly long time to discover. The key is a combination of syllabification and case. As you know, Old Asuit is an inflected language with five cases. However, only three—the nominative, dative, and genitive—are used for the cipher. For instance, look at the words making up the phrase ‘of the world.’ ”

Seregil nodded thoughtfully, muttering to himself, “Yes, it was that misplaced accent that threw me. It should be over the second vowel of the last syllable, not the first.”

“Correct. As ‘world’ is in the genitive case and the misplaced accent appears in the antepenultimate syllable, you use the last letter of that word. If it occurs in the same case but on the second, or penultimate, syllable, then you use the first.”

Seregil looked up and grinned. “I didn’t know you were such an accomplished grammarian.”

Nysander allowed himself a pleased wink. “One learns a thing or two over the centuries. It is truly an exquisite system, and one fairly secure from inadvertent detection. In the nominative case, an erroneous accent over the antepenult indicates that you take the last letter of the word immediately following the one wrongly accented, and so forth. In the dative case only the accents over the penult have any significance. The upshot of it all is that you come out with just fifteen letters. Properly arranged—keep your eyes on the writing now—properly arranged they spell out ‘argucth chthon hrig.’ ”

“Sounds like you’re getting ready to spit—” Seregil began, but the words died in his throat as the writing on the page swirled into motion. After a few seconds it disappeared entirely, leaving in its place a circular design resembling an eight-pointed star that covered most of the page.

“A magical palimpsest!” he gasped.

“Precisely. But look more closely.”

Tilting the vellum closer to the lamp, Seregil let out a low whistle; the entire design was made up of the finest calligraphic writing. “Our mad prophet must have written this with a hummingbird’s quill.”

“Can you read it?”

“I don’t know. It’s so cramped. The script is Konic, used by the court scribes in the time of the early Hierophants, but the language is different, as if the writer wanted to approximate the sounds of one language with the alphabet of another. Yes, that’s exactly what he was doing, the clever old bastard. So, attacking it phonetically—”

Muttering under his breath, Seregil slowly worked his way through the tangled writing. Half an hour later he looked up with a triumphant grin. “Pure Dravnian! Nysander, it’s got to be Dravnian.”

“Dravnian?”

“The Dravnians are a tribal people scattered through the glacial valleys of the Ashek Range, north of Aurënen. I haven’t been up there since I was a boy, but I’ve studied the language. Great ones for sagas and legends, those Dravnians. They have no writing themselves, but this captures the sound of it. This fellow was certainly a student of obscure tongues. Once you untangle all this mess, it’s just the same few words written over and over again to form the design. Written in blood, too, by the way and probably his own if he was loony enough to create something like this.”

“Perhaps,” Nysander broke in. “But can you make out what it says?”

Seregil glanced up at him, then let out a crow of triumph. “Ah ha! So that’s what this is all about. You can’t read it!”

Nysander affected a pained look. “I would remind you of the oaths you have given—”

Seregil held up a hand, grinning smugly. “I know, I know. But after all your restrictions and secrecy, I think I’ve earned the right to gloat a little. All it says is, ‘Stone within ice within stone within ice. Horns of crystal beneath horns of stone.’ Or vice versa. There’s no way of telling which is meant to be the first line. Why he would go to such extremes to hide anything as obscure as this is beyond me, though.”

“Not at all, not at all!” Nysander clapped Seregil on the shoulder, then began pacing excitedly. “The palimpsest begins in Asuit Old Style, an archaic language of Plenimar, which predates the Hierophantic settlements. The seemingly meaningless hidden phrase ‘argucth chthon hrig’ operates as the key word to the hidden writing. This, in turn, is composed in the alphabet of the Hierophantic court, based at that period on the island of Kouros, yet in the language of an obscure tribe of the southern mountains across the Osiat Sea near Aurënen. I had reason to suspect as much but you, dear boy, have provided the final clues. What an amazing document!”

Seregil, meanwhile, had been doing some further pondering of his own. “The Dravnian tribes keep to the highest valleys of the Ashek Range, building their villages along the edges of the ice fields. ‘Stone within ice within stone within ice.’ And the horns of stone part reminds me of a story the mountain traders used to tell, something about a place up there where demons dance across the snow to drink the blood of the living. It was called the Horned Valley.”

Nysander halted in front of Seregil, grinning broadly. “You have a mind like a magpie’s nest, dear boy! I never know what odd bit of treasure will tumble from it next.”

“If the Horned Valley really exists, then all this”—Seregil tapped the stained vellum—“it’s not just some convoluted riddle. It’s a map.”

“And perhaps not the only one,” said Nysander. “According to recent intelligence from Plenimar, several expeditionary forces have been dispatched west toward the Strait of Bal. We could not imagine what they were up to, but the Ashek peninsula lies in that direction.”

“At this time of year?” Seregil shook his head. Crossing the Bal meant making for the southern rim of the Osiat Sea, a place of dangerous shoals and forbidding coastlines in the best of weather. In the winter it would be worse than treacherous. “So whatever this ‘stone within ice’ thing is, the Plenimarans want it pretty badly. And I take it you don’t mean for them to get it?”

“I hope that you will assist me in forestalling that event.”

“Well, it would certainly help to know what I’m looking for. If it wouldn’t mean revealing too many sacred mysteries, that is.”

“It is rumored to be a crown or circlet of some sort,” Nysander told him. “More importantly, it possesses powers similar to those of the coin, which you have already experienced.”

Seregil grimaced at the memory. “Then I’ll be certain not to wear it this time. But if your information is correct, haven’t the Plenimarans stolen a march on us?”

“Perhaps not. The fact that they sent several expeditions suggests that they do not know the object’s precise location. We, on the other hand, may have just determined that. And I am able to transport you there in a much swifter fashion.”

Seregil blanched. “Oh, no! You can’t—A translocation from here to the Asheks? Nysander, I’ll be puking for hours.”

“I am sorry, but this matter is too important to chance anything else. Which brings us to the matter of Alec. Will he be difficult about being left behind?”

Seregil raked a hand through his hair. “I’ll manage something. When do I leave?”

“By midday if you can manage it.”

“I think so. What will I need, besides the obvious?”

“How would you fancy playing an Aurënfaie wizard?”

Seregil gave him a wry look. “Sounds fun, so long as we aren’t relying on my magical abilities.”

“Oh my, no,” Nysander said with a laugh. “I shall provide you with items necessary to give credence to the role, and those for the task itself.” He paused and clasped the younger man by the shoulders. “I knew you would not fail me, Seregil.”

Seregil raised an eyebrow wryly at the wizard. “Bet now you’re glad you didn’t kill me, eh? What’s the hour?”

“Nearly sunup, I should think. Regrettably, I must send you back the same way you came.”

“Twice in one night? Just be sure you drop me handy to a basin!”


2
AT THE COCKEREL

Alec woke to the sound of sleet lashing across the roof. Ruetha had burrowed under the covers sometime in the night. He stroked the thick white ruff under her chin and the cat broke into a loud purr.

“What are you doing here?” he asked sleepily.

Sitting up, he saw Seregil’s battered old pack sitting ready outside the bedroom door. Seregil’s sword belt was draped over it, the newly mended quillon shining in the milky morning light.

Alec eyed the tidy pile with rising suspicion; Seregil had obviously been up for some time, making preparations for a journey. And he hadn’t bothered to wake him.

“Seregil?” Poking his head around his friend’s door, Alec found the normally cluttered little room utterly impassable.

“Morning!” Seregil called cheerily from somewhere beyond an overturned chest.

“What’s going on? Have you been up all night?”

“Not all night.” Seregil waded free of the mess with an armload of heavy sheepskin clothing and dumped it by the pack. “I found this,” he said, handing Alec a dusty sack containing half a dozen complex locks. Some were still attached to splintered fragments of wood.

“Thought you might like to have a go at these, since you’ve mastered most of the others on the workbench. Be careful, though. Some of them bite.”

Alec set the bag aside without comment and leaned against the door frame. Seregil was dressed for traveling and still hadn’t told him to start packing.

“What’s going on?” he asked, watching as Seregil wrestled a pair of long snowshoes out of a wardrobe. “Where are you going to find snow in this weather?”

“Give me a minute, will you?” said Seregil, checking the rawhide webbing. “I’ve got a few more things to find, then I’ll explain what I can.”

Alec let out a sigh and went to the window over the workbench. The panes rattled as a fresh gust of wind buffeted the inn. Outside he could see Thryis’ son Diomis hurrying across the back court. Curtains of icy rain rippled past, obscuring all but the closest buildings. Behind him, he could hear Seregil still rummaging about.

Fighting down his rising impatience, he pulled on a pair of breeches and set about lighting the fire. The coals had died in the night. He heaped tinder and kindling on the ashes and shook out a firechip from the jar by the hearth. Flames leapt up and he stared into them, trying to marshal his racing thoughts.

“You know, from the back your head looks like a disheveled hedgehog,” Seregil remarked, emerging at last. Ruffling Alec’s ragged hair, he dropped into his favorite chair by the fire.

Alec was not amused. “You’re going off alone, aren’t you?”

“Just for a few days.”

There was a guardedness in Seregil’s tone that Alec didn’t like. “On a job, you mean?”

“I can’t say, actually.”

Alec studied his friend’s face. On closer inspection, he noticed that Seregil looked rather pale. “Is this because of last night? You said—”

“No, of course not. This is something I can’t speak of to anyone.”

“Why not?” the boy demanded, stubborn curiosity mingling with disappointment.

Seregil spread his hands apologetically. “It’s nothing to do with you, believe me. And don’t bother pressing.”

“This is something for Nysander, isn’t it?”

Seregil regarded him impassively. “I need your word you won’t track me when I go.”

Alec considered further objections, then nodded glumly. “When will you be back?”

“In a few days, I hope. You’ll have to do that papers job for Baron Orante, and anything else coming in that looks like a one-man job. There’s Mourning Night to think about, too, if I’m not back in time.”

“Not back in time?” Alec sputtered. “That’s only a week away, and you’re holding a party at Wheel Street that night!”

“We are holding a party,” Seregil corrected. “Don’t worry. Runcer sees to all the arrangements, and Micum and his family will be here by then, too. You’ll just have to play host. Remember Lady Kylith, the woman you danced with our first night there?”

“We’re sitting with her at the Mourning Night ceremony.”

“Right. She’ll see to your etiquette.”

“People are bound to ask about you, though.”

“As far as anyone knows, Lord Seregil is still away recovering from the shock of his arrest. Tell anyone who asks that I was delayed. Cheer up, Alec. Chances are I’ll be back in plenty of time.”

“This secret job of yours—is it dangerous?”

Seregil shrugged. “What do we do that isn’t? The truth is, I won’t know much myself until I’m in the middle of it.”

“When are you leaving?”

“As soon as I’ve had something to eat. Get dressed now and we’ll have our breakfast downstairs.”

Alec smelled freshly baked bread as they crossed the lading room to the kitchen.

The breakfast uproar was over. A scullery boy was scrubbing down the scarred worktables while Cilla bathed Luthas in a pan. Old Thryis sat peeling turnips by the hearth, a shawl draped over her shoulders against the damp.

“Well, there you are at last,” the old woman greeted them, though she seldom saw Seregil before noon. “There’s tea on the hob and new current buns under that cloth there. Cilla made them fresh this morning.”

“And how’s this lad today?” Seregil smiled, holding a forefinger out to the baby. Luthas immediately grabbed it and pulled it into his mouth.

“Oh, he’s feisty,” replied Cilla, looking rather dark under the eyes. “He’s got a tooth coming and it wakes us all night.”

Alec shook his head. One minute Seregil was speaking of mysterious journeys, the next here he was playing uncle to the baby like he hadn’t a care in the world.

Not that his affection for Luthas wasn’t genuine. He’d told Alec how Cilla had offered him the honor of fathering her child when she’d made up her mind to avoid conscription. Seregil had politely declined. While his interest in women seemed marginal at best, Alec suspected the real reason for Seregil’s reticence was that it would have cost him his friendship with her grandmother. Thryis had been a sergeant in the Queen’s Archers in her youth and despaired that neither her son nor granddaughter had followed a military career before settling down. Cilla had never revealed who the child’s father was, but the man must have been dark. She was fair, while her son’s eyes and hair were as brown as a mink’s.

Going to the hearth, Alec leaned down next to Thryis and reached for the teapot warming by the fire.

“You’re looking down in the mouth today,” Thryis observed shrewdly. “Going off without you, is he?”

“He told you?”

The old woman gave a derisive snort. “He didn’t have to,” she scoffed, deftly quartering a turnip and pitching it into a kettle beside her. “There he is in his old rambling boots, chipper as a sparrow. And you here with the long face and still in your shirtsleeves? Don’t take no wizard to figure that one.”

Alec shrugged. Thryis had run the Cockerel since Seregil secretly bought it twenty years before. She—together with her family and Rhiri, the mute ostler—was among the select few who knew anything of Seregil’s double life.

“Now, don’t go fretting yourself over it,” she whispered. “Master Seregil thinks the world of you, and no mistake. There’s none he speaks so well of ’cept Micum Cavish, and those two have been friends for years and years. Besides, it’ll give you and me a chance to talk shooting again, eh? There’s still a trick or two I haven’t shared and that fine black bow of yours shouldn’t be gathering dust.”

“I guess not.” Alec gave her a quick peck on the cheek and went to sit across from Seregil at the breakfast table.

Studying his friend’s face as Seregil joked with Cilla over breakfast, Alec felt certain he saw small lines of tension around his eyes. Whatever this secret job was, there was more to it than he was letting on.

There was no use asking further about it, though. Upstairs in their room again, Seregil finished with his scant collection of gear and clapped a battered hat on his head.

“Well, take care of yourself,” he said, “especially on that job for the baron. I don’t want to find you in the Red Tower when I return.”

“You won’t. Want help getting all that down?”

“No need.” Shouldering his pack, Seregil clasped hands with him. “Luck in the shadows, Alec.”

And with the flash of a crooked grin, he was gone.

Alec listened to his footsteps fading rapidly away. “And to you.”

Seregil paused in the kitchen on his way out. Pulling up a stool beside Thryis, he slipped her a flat, sealed packet.

“I’m leaving this with you. I’ve got to go off for a few days. If I don’t come back, this should take care of Alec and the rest of you.”

Frowning, Thryis fingered the wax seals. “A will, is it? No wonder young Alec was looking so dark.”

“He doesn’t know, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

“You’ve never left a will before.”

“It’s just in case I meet with an accident or something.” Shouldering his pack, he headed for the door.

“Or something!” The old woman’s mouth pursed into a skeptical line. “Mind that a ‘something’ don’t jump up and bite you on the arse when you’re not looking.”

“I’ll do my best to avoid it.”

Outside, the sleet had turned to rain. Pulling the hood of his patched cloak up over his hat, he dashed across the slick cobbles to the stable where Rhiri had his new mare saddled and ready. Tossing the fellow a gold half sester, Seregil swung up into the saddle and set off at a gallop for the Orëska House.


3
HORNS OF STONE

It was midafternoon before Nysander completed his preparations for the translocation.

“Are you ready, Seregil?” he asked at last, looking up from the elaborate pattern chalked on the casting-room floor.

“As ready as I’m likely to be,” Seregil said, sweating in his heavy sheepskins. He carried his pack, snowshoes, and pole to the center of the design and piled them on the floor.

“These should establish your reputation as a wizard.” Nysander held up a half-dozen short willow rods covered with painted symbols. “When broken, each will produce a different gift for your hosts. But you must be certain to keep this long one with the red band separate from the rest. It contains the translocation spell that will carry you back.”

Seregil tucked the red wand carefully away in a belt pouch, then slipped the others inside the white Aurënfaie tunic he wore beneath his heavy coat.

“These are the most crucial items, however,” the wizard continued, stepping to a nearby table. On it sat a wooden box two feet square and fitted with a leather shoulder strap and a strong catch. It was lined with sheets of silver engraved with magical symbols and contained two flasks wrapped in fleece.

Seregil frowned. “What if this crown or whatever it is that I’m after is too big to fit inside?”

“Do the best you can and return to me at once.”

Seregil lifted the flasks. They were heavy, and the wax seals covering the corks were also inscribed with more symbols. “And these?”

“Pour the contents around the crown and inscribe the signs of the Four within the circle. It should weaken any wards protecting it.”

A nasty twinge of uncertainty shot through Seregil’s innards. “Should?”

Nysander wrapped the flasks carefully in the fleece and shut them in the box. “You survived the magic of the disk with no assistance. This should be sufficient.”

“Ah, I see.” Seregil glanced doubtfully at his old friend. “You believe the same inner flaw that kept me from becoming a wizard protects me from magic as well.”

“It seems to be the case. I only wish it did not cause you such distress with translocations. Considering the distance involved in—”

“Let’s just get it over with.” Seregil gathered his gear in his arms as best he could. “The Asheks are far enough west that I should have a few hours of light left, but I’d rather not press my luck.”

“Very well. I have done a sighting and should be able to send you to within a few miles of a village. It will be safest to drop you on the glacier itself, rather than risk hitting the rocky outcroppings along the edge.”

“That’s very comforting. Thanks so much!”

Ignoring the sarcasm, Nysander placed his fingertips together in front of his face and began the incantation. After a moment a particle of darkness winked into being within the cage of his fingers. Spreading his hands slowly, he coaxed it larger until it spun like a dark mirror in front of them.

Seregil stared into it for a moment, already queasy. Tightening his grip on his snowshoes, he took a resolute breath, closed his eyes, and stepped forward.

The whirling blast of vertigo was worse than he’d feared. For most people, a translocation was as simple as stepping from one room to another. To Seregil, however, it was like being sucked down in some vile black whirlpool.

It seemed to go on endlessly this time, buffeting him with darkness. Then, just as suddenly, he tumbled out into frigid brightness and sank up to his hips in drifted snow.

Stuck fast, he bent forward and spewed out his scant breakfast. When the spasms were over, he struggled free and crawled away from the steaming mess. Collapsing on his back, one arm over his eyes, he lay very still as the world spun sickeningly. The wind sighed over him, blowing fine ice crystals across his lips. Rolling onto his belly, he retched again, then cleaned his mouth with a handful of snow.

At least Nysander can aim, he thought, looking around.

The glacier hung in a steep valley. At its head a few miles away a pair of high peaks towered above the rest, marking a narrow pass and giving the valley the name Seregil had remembered. Slanting sunlight reflected back from the white expanse before him, bright enough to make his eyes water. Frozen waves, wind scoured out of the hardpack, thrust glistening up through the fresh powder to cast shadows as blue as the sky overhead.

Seregil’s heavy outer garments kept the worst of the biting cold at bay, but his nose and cheekbones were already numb. His breath condensed with every exhalation, freezing in a glistening rime on the fur edging of his cap. Untangling the snowshoes, he checked them for damage and quickly strapped them to his boots. His thick gloves were cumbersome, but it would be courting frostbite to remove them even briefly.

With firmer footing on the snow now, he set out for a nearby rise to get his bearings. Anyone backtracking his trail would discover that he had more or less fallen from the sky, but that couldn’t be helped; he was, after all, supposed to be a wizard.

From the top of the rise he spotted thin columns of smoke marking a village a few miles away on the western slope. Farther down the valley he could just make out a second village. The first was closer to the “horns of stone,” so he headed west.

He was still nauseated and the thin, frigid air cut at his lungs, making dark spots dance in front of his eyes. Setting himself a steady pace, he marched along until he struck a trail leading toward the village. He was within half a mile of it when a pack of children and dogs appeared, running out to meet him.

Seregil paused, leaning on his snow pole with a grin of relief. Dravnian hospitality was legendary among those few who knew of it. Members of a neighboring village were greeted as family, which they often were. Anyone from beyond the limiting peaks was regarded as a veritable marvel. Goats were probably already being slaughtered in his honor.

“May I visit your village?” he asked in Dravnian as the children crowded excitedly around him.

Laughing, they shouldered his baggage and led him in. Dogs barked, goats and sheep bleated from their stone enclosures. Villagers hailed him like some returning hero.

The little settlement was made up of a collection of squat towers, round two-story affairs of piled stone topped with conical felt roofs. The main doors were set high in the upper level and reached by a ramp when the snow was not piled up to the doorsill. At the center of the village stood a tower broader than the rest. A sizable crowd had already collected outside, hoping for a look at the newcomer.

The Dravnians were a short, broad-set people with black, almond-shaped eyes and coarse, dark hair that they wore slicked back with liberal applications of oil. A few among them, however, had lighter hair or finer features that spoke of mixed blood—probably Aurënfaie, since few others found their way to these remote valleys.

The headman of the village was one of these half castes. As he stepped forward, smiling broadly, Seregil saw that the man’s eyes were the same clear grey as his own.

“Welcome in this place, Fair One,” the fellow greeted him in a patois of broken Aurënfaie and Dravnian. “I am Retak, son of Wigris and Akra, leader of this village.”

“I am Meringil, son of Solun and Nycanthi,” Seregil answered in Dravnian.

Grinning, Retak lapsed back into his native tongue. “We’ve not seen one of your tribe since my grandfather’s time. You honor our village with your presence. Will you feast with us in the council house?”

“You honor me,” Seregil replied, bowing as gracefully as his thick clothing allowed.

The upper level of the council house, used as a communal storehouse, was floored over except for the large central smoke hole. Rough stone steps led down to the lower chamber, where a huge fire of dried dung chips had already been kindled in a fire pit surrounded by thick carpets and bolsters. Women bustled excitedly around a cooking fire across the room, preparing the ritual meal.

Seated at the central fire with Retak and the other principal men of the village, Seregil closed his eyes for a moment as his belly did a slow, uneasy roll. The smell of slaughtered animals, mingled with the more immediate aromas of unwashed bodies and greased hair, was overpowering after the clear mountain wind.

Every available inch seemed to have been filled by curious villagers. People talked excitedly on all sides, leaning across their neighbors to shout to someone else or calling down from above for details. Children ringed the smoke hole overhead, chattering like swallows. The women labored with noisy cheer, wielding cleavers and clattering skewers and bowls.

Seregil felt all eyes on him as he stripped off his heavy outer garments. Posing as a traveler from his native Aurënen, Seregil had worn traditional garb. His long white tunic and close-fitting trousers were comfortable and unadorned except for thin bands of patterned weaving at the hem and neck. To complete the effect, he pulled a loosely woven head cloth from inside his tunic and wrapped its many folds about his head with practiced skill, leaving long ends hanging down his back. A small, ornate dagger hung at his belt, but he laid it and his sword aside as a gesture of good faith.

An excited hum went around the room as he reclined at last and accepted a bowl of llaki from Seune, the headman’s wife. He sipped the fermented milk as sparingly as good manners allowed. His duty as guest was to repay hospitality with news and he slowly related such events from the south as might be of interest to them. Most of it was thirty years out-of-date, mixed in with snippets he’d picked up since his banishment, but it was all fresh to the Dravnians and very well received.

When he’d finished, the traditional storytelling commenced. Great lovers of tales that they were, the Dravnians had no system of writing. Each family had its own special stock of stories that only members of that clan could relate. Other tales were general property and were demanded of those who told them best. The children frequently chimed in with familiar lines and the women were called upon for the proper songs.

Seregil joined in with tales of his own and was quickly hailed as a biruk, “one who remembers many stories”—highest praise in such company. By the time a gigantic platter of roasted goat was set before them, he’d begun to enjoy himself.

Roasted shanks, haunches, and ribs lay arranged on the communal platter in a great ring surrounding cooked entrails, sweetbreads, and boiled goat’s heads. When the guest and council had eaten their fill, the platter would pass on to the secondary guests, and after them the children and dogs. Seregil was served by Seune and her eldest daughters.

The two girls knelt on his right, holding out slabs of dark bread that their mother loaded with choice bits of meat. Nodding polite acceptance, Seregil picked up a chunk of meat and bit into it, signaling his hosts to begin.

The tough, savory meat settled the last of his queasiness and when the meal was over he made a great show of presenting gifts to Retak and his village.

Motioning for the others to clear a space in front of him, Seregil secretly palmed one of Nysander’s painted wands from his sleeve and snapped it between his fingers while making elaborate motions with his other hand. Several bushels of fruit appeared instantly out of thin air before his delighted audience.

The baskets passed from hand to hand and up to the crowd overhead as the people exclaimed over their good fortune.

Smiling, Seregil drew another wand, which produced a casket of silver coins. The Dravnians had no use for currency, but were pleased by the glint of the metal and the fineness of the designs. Subsequent conjurings brought bolts of bright silk and linen, bronze needles, coils of rope, and bundles of healing herbs.

“You are a Fair One of great magic and generosity, Meringil, son of Solun and Nycanthi, and a true biruk,” Retak proclaimed, clapping Seregil on the shoulder. “You shall be known as a member of my clan from this day. What can we offer you in return?”

“It is I who am honored by your excellent hospitality. My gifts are given in thanks for that alone,” Seregil replied graciously. “Though there is a matter in which you may be able to assist me.”

Retak motioned for the others to pay attention. “What has brought you so far to our valley?”

“I’ve come seeking a place of magic spoken of in certain legends. Do you know of such a place?”

The reaction was instantaneous. The elders exchanged hesitant looks. A woman dropped a spit with a clatter. Overhead the children left off exclaiming over their new treasures and leaned farther over the hole to listen.

Retak motioned with his staff and an ancient little man wearing a coat decorated with sheep’s teeth shuffled forward. In the firelight he looked like an ancient tortoise, with a tortoise’s leathery, slow-blinking gaze. Kneeling slowly before Seregil, he held up a bone rattle in one tremulous hand and shook it in a wide circle before speaking.

“I am Timan, son of Rogher and Borune,” he said at last. “And I tell you that there is such a place in this valley. It has been the duty of my clan to watch over it since the time of the spirit’s anger. It is a spirit home, deep in the rock beneath the ice. How it came there no man knows. Sometimes the door is there and sometimes it is not there, according to the will of the spirit.”

“And this spirit has grown angry?” asked Seregil.

Timan nodded, shaking the rattle softly in time to his words. It was more of a chant than a story, as if he’d told it many times before, and in exactly the same words.

“The spirit made a chamber for men to dream in. Some had visions. Some did not. Some heard the voice of the spirit. Some did not. All was with the will of the spirit. When the spirit chose to speak, those who heard were called blessed, bringers of great luck to their clan. But many generations ago the spirit grew angry. Men came out maddened. They did deeds of
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