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			CLAWS FLEXED in anticipation, the hunter waited. Sunlight reflected in golden waves of his rich brown fur as his long, hard muscles braced for coming chase. His golden eyes narrowed to tiny slits, he watched the bundor graze. 

			From his throat a deep rumble rose. He knew it was inaudible even a few paces away, but he fought it back anyway. To the rest of the hunters his dark fur made him conspicuous enough. He wanted no noise to render him more conspicuous still. 

			One of the bucks raised its head. He froze, pressing his face into the dying grass. He felt his tail quiver, only his long years of practice stopping it from swishing with the tension of the moment. 

			Across his back a curved sword was sheathed, its weight held by a crossed harness. His only other clothing was the knee-length pants fashioned from the skin of the aelish that ran wild in the lands near the sea. Dyed in wide strips of green and tan, they hid him in the dry autumn grasses. In the soft, warm earth beneath these grasses he now dug his claws, waiting, like the others, for the exact moment to spring. 

			A bull raised its head. He was the largest male in the herd, easily ten mrem heavy. The hunter knew, merely from the animal’s movements, that this was the arbunda, the leader of the herd and the focus of their beast-magic. The arbunda’s nearly hairless skin was scarred from mating battles, while one horn, yellow and cracked, stood crooked on his head. The hunter knew this old hull would be wary. The unwary did not live to be old. 

			The arbunda’s tail flinched. Talwe’s jerked in response. For a dozen heartbeats the huge bunda seemed to stare at the hunter’s feline figure, and Talwe’s claws dug deeper into the earth. But then the great animal bent once more to crop at the grass that filled the valley. When its head lifted up a few seconds later, Talwe wondered if the beast was watching to see if he’d moved again. 

			If he was, he made no sign. 

			Pressing his face to the ground, Talwe smelled the richness of the autumn soil. He felt his whiskers responding to a vagrant breeze that began to sway the drying stalks. Against his belly, the moist warmth of the earth contrasted pleasantly with the crispness of the autumn air that spilled down from the mountains on every side. Days ago he had seen the snow that was already staying on the mountain’s higher slopes; he knew that the winter would be cold and long. 

			After today, there would be no more Hunts. 

			This year had been better than most, with the field growing thick with grain and grass, and the bundor herds staying close by. The God of the Hunt had been kind, and the Goddess of the Harvest was soon to be generous. But the cold was early, and Talwe wondered what that meant. If it came too soon, the greatest harvest of all could not keep the village from knowing death. 

			As he waited in silence, listening to the breeze through the songomore trees straight ahead, Talwe’s mind turned once more to the thoughts he could never renounce. Like all mrem of the wilds, he loved the Hunts and he loved the land, and as he lay here now he knew he should feel content. But he knew as well that the other mrem did not want him, and that if the Hunt claimed his life the Village would mourn but their life would go on as it always had. 

			It bothered him to think of himself as an outsider. He had been raised in the village, his skills had provided meat for the village, and the village entrusted the secrets of the Hunt to him. But when the Hunt was not on, or when the village was not threatened, the village looked only at the strangeness of his fur. Talwe’s was brown, and his eyes were gold; to the others, with their fur of tan and their eyes of green, he was as alien and strange as the liskash of their dreams. 

			He was with them, but he was apart. Strange how he knew these mrem, knew them as childhood playmates and sharers in mischief, knew them as fellow hunters and even fellow warriors, and yet, often, knew them not at all. For the hours of the day he felt himself one of them, sometimes joking and other times serious, sometimes at ease and other times intense, sometimes chasing females and other times chasing dreams. But at night, when there was not hunting, when there was no need for his skills, Talwe the hunter would sit in his hut and sense he still was not part of the village where he had spent his entire life. He felt that he was apart from them, but he wanted to be one with them. 

			A rustling to the left jolted him. Ondra was crawling forward through the grass, moving slightly toward the front of the bundor’s advance, hoping to gain a better position for the chase. He had never earned the kill. Talwe glanced to his right, where Forun remained motionless, then to his rear, where all he could see was the grass gently sweeping in the breeze.

			His temptation was to move, to follow Ondra because moving was always better than lying still. But since nobody else was moving at all, why was Ondra? He risked a glance at the bull bunda. It was still visibly nervous. Even Forun, whose impatience caused the village no end of trouble, hadn’t begun to advance. What was Ondra doing? Slowly, noiselessly, Talwe carefully stretched his left arm toward his friend. His claws extended slightly from the strain. Moving too quickly would be a mistake, because it would alert Forun as well as the mrem behind him. So far, nobody seemed to have noticed Ondra’s movement, but Talwe was closest and his hearing had always been exceptional. The sound of Ondra’s fur brushing past the dried stalks sounded loud. It was only a matter of seconds before Ondra’s motion would be noticed by the big bunda. 

			And if it was noticed, it might spoil the Hunt. 

			Talwe’s arm snaked toward Ondra’s ankle. He moved so slowly his heart beat three dozen times before they almost touched. His friend was still too far, but only by inches. Talwe wanted to shift, to turn his body so his reach would be longer, but he couldn’t without making a sound of his own. Instead he waited, muscles tensed and hand starting to shake, for the exact moment to strike. Finally the bull turned, distracted by the flight of a bird. 

			Now. 

			His hand clutched Ondra’s ankle, and the crawling mrem stopped. Talwe squeezed with all his strength, until Ondra’s kicking reflex was entirely subdued, then carefully relaxed his grip. For several seconds Ondra lay completely silent, but Talwe could feel the youth’s leg shaking with barely harnessed tension. The young hunter’s tail was held rigid. His pale tan fur was rising along the spine. Slowly Ondra’s head turned toward him, and the two mrem stared hard at each other. Finally the younger mrem dropped his shoulders to the ground, and Talwe let his hand fall away. 

			I’ll pay for that, he thought. And the thought sent a chill down his fur, for Ondra was the one mrem he called friend. So many others still barely tolerated him, even after all these years. Talwe was tired of being such easy game for the duels in the village that used words and feelings for weapons. 

			Even if he were not slightly different, Talwe knew, still Ondra would exact some kind of revenge. He had to or admit his own error. In all likelihood nobody had even noticed the exchange, but Ondra would feel disgraced nonetheless. Ondra had tried to act, had tried to make this Hunt his own, and Talwe had stopped him. They needed a kill to stock the larders for the winter. The others would approve of Talwe’s action, but Ondra might hate him for it. And when Ondra was angry, when any young mrem was, always there would be a victim of that animosity. But especially when Talwe was the one hated. It had been that way so long, everyone accepted it as simply the way things were. 

			If only he were exactly like them, he thought, instead of just almost like them. He too was a mrem, and just as worthy as any. He was brave in battle, and one of the best hunters. He often won the mock duels. He had even led the band that killed the bandits who had raided their tents two winters ago. 

			They had praised him as fearless when he had scaled the cliff in a blizzard to save Sreema’s lost child. He had been afraid then. It was foolish not to be afraid of all the things that should be feared. Even now he dreaded the magic of the beasts. Like all villagemrem, he stood in terror of the Na-mrem, the nameless black-furred butchers who sailed up the Targra from the sea, raiding the villages along the coast and on the banks of the lower river. Travelers brought tales of their god-cursed killings, their slicing with blindingly fast claws any who stood in their path, their rape of the females, and their capture of the children. The elders told of how a few Na-mrem, long ago, had penetrated as far inland as the village just to the south. They were defeated by the villagemrem before they could do any damage to the buildings, but not before they had killed twice their number. For the most part, though, the Na-mrem stopped before they reached Ar, because the army of the great city was large and strong. But the Na-mrem were evil incarnate, as all mrem children knew. 

			The Da-mrem were different. They were not villagers, because to the north few villages existed. They dwelled in the wilderness, finding whatever food and shelter they needed in the mountains and on the plains. And their attacks were only rumors, told in tales on a cloudless night when the godfeast was near its end. Only the elders had ever seen a Da-mrem, and these had only been silhouettes against the trees north of the mountains. The only reason to fear them, it seemed, was that they were strangers who lived differently and their fur, unlike the tan-colored fur of the villagemrem, was often a deeper, richer brown. 

			Like Talwe’s. 

			The fur down the mrem’s back bristled as the muscle below tightened. The tips of his claws scratched against the inside of his hands, almost drawing blood. Talwe didn’t notice, lost in his thoughts while waiting for the herd to settle. 

			The Na-mrem and the Da-mrem invaded all children’s dreams. How he hated those stories. Hated them because during their telling, he knew that the eyes of the other mrem were on him, wondering if his fur was the fur of the Da-mrem, wondering if the Da-mrem had his gold eyes as well. Gold eyes, eyes the color of the glorious treasures of the great city of Ar, not the green of the reeds that line the banks of the Targra, the green that tells the villagemrem they are the children of the river god. But the tales said nothing of the Da-mrem’s eyes, only of the hue of their fur, and the tales said it is a dark brown, darker by far than the grain-brown of Talwe’s. In the minds of the others, though, Talwe’s brown was dark enough. 

			Another sound. This time far ahead. The bundor were circling, he knew without raising his head, circling for their ritual of grazing and resting. As always, the circling was loud, the hooves of the animals trampling the grass almost in unison, as if the bundor knew what it was to dance. Talwe smiled at this, because the very thought was absurd. Dancing was a mrem-trait, not an animal-trait. Like all animals, the bundor knew only two things: how to find food, and how to use magic. Only the mrem were Dancers. 

			And, oh, what Dancers! Talwe smiled as he thought of the night gone by, of the beauty and then the terror of the dance of story and the dance of battle, of the glorious rhythms that promised the graceful hunt of the bundor. He thought of Arigain, Torwen’s beautiful daughter, her fur glowing near-white against the brightness of the moon, her fur so soft to the touch. She had stepped and whirled, slowly and carefully at first, then quickly and wantonly, ending her ritual with a finger pointing not at Forun, whom she had favored, but at Talwe, who had never been chosen before. With this gesture, he well knew, came the expectation that he would succeed in the Hunt. And when he did she would reward him. Where that left Forun, nobody really knew. 

			Forun’s reaction was easy to predict. He had left the dance, his eyes glaring hatred for the mrem chosen in his place. Doubly so since the mrem was Talwe. 

			Suddenly Talwe’s head shook, the muscles on his neck contracting so severely that they hurt. The fur on his back, which had just settled, bristled once more as did that on his tail. Looking from side to side, for a moment he could not believe that Forun and Ondra were not reacting. Something was near, something was about to move against them. What, Talwe did not know. A stampede, maybe. It had happened before. Not too many years ago, three valleys over, a Hunt had lost twenty hunters to a stampede—a story too horrible even to be danced. Their village had to be abandoned when there was not enough meat for the next cold season. But the stamping of the bundor was the stamping of feeding, no different from any stamping he had ever heard before. He had, it seemed, no reason to worry. 

			But again the muscles of his upper back spasmed, this time more violently. A sudden pain struck his heart, as if someone had thrown a rock at him or swung a hammer against his chest. His breath caught in his throat, and he could hear himself start to breathe sharply. Unknowingly, he extended the claws of his feet and hands. Then he understood. Not now, be prayed silently to his god, not now, when the Hunt is about to start. The others, their senses alert for the Hunt, would notice this time. The dark-furred hunter glanced guiltily at the hunter to his left. 

			With all the force he could muster he commanded his screaming nerves not to react, willed his coiled muscles not to spring, disciplined his mind to think only of Her, because only with the goddess Inla’s strength could he hope to gather the calm he needed. 

			He failed. Instead Talwe broke. A bolt of pain, sharper than any he had ever felt, stabbed him into movement. Frightened and shaking, Talwe had held back as long as he could, then when red began to blur his vision the hunter jumped to his feet, turned away from the bundor herd, and dived for the shelter of a small bush. He next found himself back on the ground, his head crashing against the foot of the mrem who lay behind him, and his back hot with the sting of blood. 

			In that instant, from all around him, the mrem leapt to their feet. Toward the bundor they sprinted, one third breaking north, one third south, the final third approaching from where they lay near Talwe. Eighty hunters in all they were, some clutching swords, others long knives. Other, younger mrem, mostly those who stayed near Talwe, raised their wooden spears in the posture of the throw. They wouldn’t throw them, Talwe knew—at least not until the swordsmrem and the knifesmrem had failed. Spearmrem, now as always, saw action only when the rest of the Hunt had failed. 

			Rolling himself over, Talwe felt each single long blade of grass burn into his throbbing back. He raised himself to his elbows, listening to the screams of the hunters as he waited for his sight to clear. When it did, his head fell to his chest. Where he had lain, embedded deep in the earth, was a songomore branch half the thickness of his body. A second longer, and more than his back would have suffered. 

			The bundor had drifted near a cluster of bushes, a herd of thirty, all of them facing toward Talwe and the spearmrem. For a moment, nothing happened. A deceptive quiet returned. The swordsmrem waited on Talwe’s left, the knifesmrem to his right. Neither mrem nor bundor moved. 

			Another branch began to tear loose. It made a rending, grinding sound that was loud in the expectant silence. The hunters remained still, willing to risk being speared rather than spook the herd. 

			But then the arbunda raised his head and bellowed, and with that sound the hunters raised their weapons above their heads. The arbunda began to run, the cows and calves following, the younger bulls joining in at the rear. These young ones looked sleek, their muscles rippling beneath their black skin, their necks only beginning to gain the thick, blood-red coat of the arbunda. One day, each of the bulls would compete to be the arbunda of the herd, and they learned what they needed to know from the arbunda that led them now. 

			He led them well. Straight at the swordsmrem he charged, gaining full speed within only a handful of strides. Talwe watched as the swordsmrem stood motionless, patiently waiting until the bundor were exactly close enough. Then the first mrem turned and, just as the arbunda reached him, danced out of the way and began the Sprint of the Kill. In that moment, the Hunt was officially on. 

			Turning toward the north, the swordsmrem followed their leader. The knifesmrem, too, seeing that the bundor had gone toward the swordsmrem instead of them, sped from their waiting area to try to close the distance. Seeing this, the spearmrem lowered their spears and began to race as well. Out of place because he carried a sword, Talwe nonetheless ran beside them, since the rules of the Hunt stated that no hunter is allowed to close more quickly than the others in his group. At this thought he spat: had it not been for that songomore branch, he might already be alongside the herd. 

			Suddenly, a scream rose above the bundor’s thundering hooves. Looking to the front of the herd, Talwe saw the leading mrem fly through the air and crumple against the trunk of a songomore. As if in response, two other mrem closed on the herd, both heading toward the younger bulls at the rear of the pack. Raising his sword above his head, the first mrem attacked. 

			He missed. There was no disgrace in missing, at least nothing that the village would hold disgraceful, since a hunter who misses is embarrassed enough. Nor are there any second chances. Each hunter gets one attack; if he only wounds a bunda he stays, but if he misses he runs back into his group. 

			A second young swordsmrem stepped out of the group and lifted his sword. Raising the Sprint-cry, he worked his way toward the young bulls. There he ran alongside them, waiting for the precise moment when the largest of the trailing bundor would step a few strides toward him. Finally it happened, and the mrem was ready. He swung his sword sharply down, past the bunda’s left shoulder and down toward its left rear leg. The blood danced from the gash, and the mrem raised his sword high. With one leap to the front he sliced through the right front leg, and the wounded bunda stumbled forward, staggering away from his fellow bulls. 

			One down and honor gained. With relief, Talwe saw the hunter wasn’t Forun. Then he spotted the other mrem dashing ahead of the other swordsmrem and closing on the herd. 

			Talwe ground his teeth as he ran, impatient to be part of the band of swordsmrem. When he saw the bunda stumble, he thought of defying the rules of the Sprint and leaving the spearmrem behind, but in a moment of hesitation he decided against it. Just a few steps more, he knew, and then the three groups of hunters would merge. When that happened, the only difficulty would be in asserting his time to attack. 

			A third mrem advanced past Forun. Into the bulls he dashed, pointing with his sword to the one just behind the calves, the largest now remaining in the herd except the arbunda. Like the others he screamed the Sprint-cry, then raised his sword high over his head. With all the mrem looking on, the swordsmrem brought the sword down. 

			It never reached the herd beast. A branch from a songomore thudded against his head, and he fell hard to the ground. No mrem stopped, because most had expected it. Talwe knew that the branch was simply one more gift from the arbunda, a follow-up to the throwing of the swordsmrem who led the attack. Beasts do these things, but mrem could not. For the mrem the use of magic was forbidden. During a Hunt, herd magic was at its most dangerous. 

			The fourth mrem fell like the third, and the fifth one missed his prey. But the sixth made no mistake, and the second young bull staggered sideways. Only one more wounding would be allowed; three bundor out of thirty were enough. Any more would weaken the herd. 

			Talwe and the spearmrem now finally joined the main band of hunters. Most of the spearmrem were winded, and many of the knifesmrem had fallen behind. Even the swordsmrem, who had covered less distance, were showing signs of wavering. The run had been long, and soon only the strongest mrem would remain in the Sprint. 

			His heart beginning to pound in his ears, Talwe raced forward into the swordsmrem. Pushing his way through to the front, he saw Forun about to advance. Talwe lunged to stop him, but his arms stopped short. Two strong hands encircled his right arm. 

			“Don’t do it, Talwe,” Ondra shouted into his ear. “You have to let him try.” 

			Talwe strained to free himself. “I do not,” he shouted back. “He hasn’t started yet.” He tried to throw himself ahead, but Ondra braced and held him. 

			“He has spoken for a kill,” Ondra pronounced. “He may not be denied. Not even by a hot-blooded swordsmrem who should have been here earlier.” 

			Talwe burned at the words. “That wasn’t my fault,” he yelled. “The arbunda sent a branch—” But he was stopped by the sound of a Sprint-cry, and when he stopped his struggles Ondra released him. “The arbunda sent... .” His voice trailed into nothingness. 

			“Maybe,” agreed Ondra, “But that doesn’t change the rules. Forun was here when you were not, and he has spoken for his kill. You know what that means as well as I do. We all must be saved from our own desires sometimes.” He sped forward, and Talwe followed him. 

			“Besides,” Talwe’s friend shouted over his shoulder, “maybe he’ll miss.” 

			“Forun doesn’t miss,” came the reply. Both gasped the words between ragged breaths. 

			As he ran, Talwe watched. Forun ran hard, his sword already above his head. Talwe cursed. The third kill was the proudest, because by the time it happened the hunters were near exhaustion. The third kill was upon them, and Talwe wanted it to be his. 

			As if in boast, Forun waved his sword over his head and cried the Sprint-cry once again. He was toying with the hunters now, Talwe knew, showing them how easy even the third kill was for him. This, too, was the tradition, something few Hunts had but which all of them wanted. Talwe guessed, though, that he himself was the real audience; between Forun and Talwe little love found its way. 

			And now the swordsmrem was about to strike. High into the air he reached his right arm, and hard toward the bunda he drew it down. The rest of the mrem ran along in anticipation, waiting for the wounding. They all saw Forun’s sword slice through the air, and they all saw the bunda’s leg come up to meet it. 

			But what they saw next was Forun turn and run, a scream of terror etched into his face. Straight away from the bundor he raced, north of the waiting mrem and in among the trees. There he flung himself to the ground, and even above the sound of the bundor the mrem could clearly hear his sobs. Partly in shock, mostly in disbelief, many of them stopped. 

			But not Talwe. He had heard of this magic before. It was rare, but not uncommon among the bundor on the wide plains near Ar. Out of the crowd the dark-furred hunter leapt, carrying his sword at shoulder height. Toward Forun’s bull he ran as swiftly as he could, reaching it before the rest of the mrem had torn their eyes from their fallen comrade. He struck down hard against the bull’s left rear leg, quickly and without the ceremony that was Forun’s dance. The bull bawled and staggered, and Talwe cut through the front leg as well. Then he turned and rejoined the mrem. 

			By this time the first two bulls had fallen, and within a hundred strides the third did as well. The mrem stopped running, and each of the wounders walked to the bull he had hamstrung. All three lifted their swords above the bull’s neck, then turned to the crowd to await their approval. 

			As always, the first was first. The hunters looked to the sky, to the God of the Hunt, then shouted as one the Song of the Sprint. When they had finished, the wounder brought down his sword, cutting deeply through the bunda’s neck and holding his place while the deep red blood spattered and flowed. 

			And then the second, and finally it came to the third. Talwe struck, again without ceremony, immediately after the mrem had shouted the Song. He held his sword in the cut, but unlike the others he did not shout. 

			The hunt was over. He had seen the panic and longing in the young bull separated from its herd for the first time. The memory of the look in its eyes came back to him now. 

			Over his kill, as in everything else, Talwe stood apart and alone.
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			WITH HIS ARMS folded across his open green jacket in the moonlight, Jremm looked more like a merchant than a brickmaker. Beneath the jacket the stocky mrem wore a loose brown shirt fastened with a brass clip in the shape of a charging bunda. A smaller silver brooch in the shape of a bunda fastened crossed hide belts together and, incidentally, represented most of his worldly wealth. From the belt hung a purse so empty he had filled it partway with pebbles. Like a merchant, he carried only a short, sharply curved dagger sheathed just over his left shoulder. Like many of the mrem of Ar, his fur was a creamy tan, with only hints of a darker brown at the muzzle, ears, and tail. In other cities other coats prevailed, but in Ar a smoothly colored coat was valued above all others. 

			It had long been a joke throughout the great city that merchants came to Ar not to sell their wares but rather to stand around and talk. The deep seriousness of their discussions was signified by a characteristic folding of the arms. Others speculated differently, that the merchants were making sure no other merchant had access to the fur on their chests, because anything accessible was fair game in the market. Accessibility, not ownership, was said to be the merchants’ rule, even if the laws King Andelemarian had introduced in Ar said otherwise. 

			Like everyone else, Jremm knew that the law had little to do with merchants. Sure, it worked hard to protect the buyers against the sale of shoddy merchandise, especially the execrable spices brought along the Targra from the sea to the south. A few merchants had been flogged, then banished, for importing rotten softwood for the scratching walls in the royal palace, but normally the law was pretty well ineffective against the transgressions of the traveling merchants. These people had absolutely nothing to lose by selling a poor product, because by the time they returned they could come up with any number of legitimate reasons why they hadn’t known anything about the problem. Even if caught, they were wealthy enough to buy their way free. Ar was the most important city of the region, but it would often pay a merchant to cheat a host of customers and then miss the next of his twice-yearly visits. After the passage of a year, most of his crimes had been forgotten. 

			Jremm also knew that he was standing in the merchant’s pose. He did so intentionally, mostly to see if any merchant would stop and talk to him, but also because it made him feel somewhat important. Errlo, the mrem he worked for as a brickmaker, certainly did nothing for his sense of importance. According to Errlo, Jremm could do no right: he mixed the brickmud poorly, he shaped the bricks crookedly, he baked them at too high a temperature (he never had been good at controlling the fire), and lately he had even removed them from the oven improperly. Every day, just before the midday break, as Errlo’ s wife brought each of them a small bowl of fishmeal, Errlo would inevitably launch into a tirade against Jremm’s laziness that lasted through the entire meal. Jremm was getting used to it, but the haranguing did nothing for his appetite. Small wonder that Jremm ended every day of work with his stomach screaming for something to eat. 

			Nor was Mithmid a much greater help. Jremm was tired of being asked to prowl around Ar at all hours of the night, tired of Mithmid never saying a simple “thank you.” At least Mithmid assured him that his work was of some use (“vital” was how he’d put it), but Jremm had no idea what Mithmid did with the information he sold him. He suspected the older mrem was a member of the H’satie, the quiet ones who guarded the king from the shadows. But he could never be sure. You simply did not ask if someone was a member of the secret police. All he knew was that Mithmid never wanted to be seen together with Jremm, which meant that they had practically no chance at conversation. And since Mithmid’s work consumed most of Jremm’s evenings, Jremm’s social life had dwindled to nothing. This wouldn’t be so bad, except that Mithmid had contacted Jremm just as the young mrem was making some progress with Rennilan, over whom he had been making a fool of himself for most of his seventeen years. 

			Actually, Jremm told himself, he was feeling this way because on his way to the gate he had seen Rennilan disappearing into a shed with a mrem he couldn’t identify. What she saw in him, he couldn’t understand. But then Jremm was like that. He was the only mrem he knew who felt jealous about young females. For some reason, he couldn’t accept what the others seemed to take for granted—the natural promiscuity of young females. 

			What puzzled him now was not Rennilan, but rather Mithmid’s rather strange orders. In fact, they weren’t orders at all. Usually Mithmid told him what information he wanted, where he could best find it, and whom he would get it from. Of course, Mithmid relied on Jremm’s keen knowledge and understanding of the city (that’s why he had the job in the first place), but he rarely wanted Jremm to think too much for himself. Today, Jremm wondered happily if maybe things were changing, if Mithmid was starting to recognize his true worth and give him a little leeway. The older mrem had told Jremm almost nothing at all, merely to wander near the gates as the merchants rolled in. As he leaned watching through the open gate as the light of two of the three moons reflected off the wide waters of the Mraal beyond, Jremm began to hope that maybe Mithmid was gaining some confidence in him. 

			A nice thought, but what was he supposed to watch for? It had been nearly two hundred days since the Feast of Sunlight, the height of the summer when the day was longest. In only three more days the sunlight and darkness would equal each other and the priests of Bralittar would declare the harvest begun. With the Festival only a few days away the River Gate would be open all night. Another caravan entered as he watched, but since the Festival was approaching this was nothing unusual. If anything, there should have been more with the festivities this close. But the harvest in the south had been a good one, and rich harvests meant fewer caravans would bother to travel as far north as Ar. Three had gone through the gates, but these, too, were fairly routine, even the one that was heavily guarded. Oddest of all, perhaps, was the fact that nobody had even approached Jremm. He had thought himself looking rather sophisticated standing as he was, but either the merchants were too busy or they thought less of him than he thought of himself. Maybe, he thought, green was an un-merchantly color. Most of the real merchants were dressed in blues and browns. He’d ask Mithmid to buy him another jacket. 

			Jremm relaxed and looked around. The walls of the city, their finely set baked bricks the product of years of labor by hundreds of brickmaking hands, rose tall above him. They made him proud to be a brickmaker. To any seeking war against Ar the wall must surely seem impenetrable, and once they realized that this wall was only the outer wall, that once through it another stood on guard, any thoughts of conquest would simply fade away. Not for many years, in fact, had such an attempt been made, not since the Na-mrem from the south had tried to rid themselves of the only obstacle that stood between them and the rich farmlands to the north. The Na-mrem were cruel, and the battle had been long and ugly, but in the end the mrem of Ar simply outlasted them. Peaceful as it was, Ar was always prepared for war. 

			Jremm whirled at the sound of a throat being cleared. Looking down on him, standing a full head taller, was a strange mrem. The outlander’s multi-hued fur looked blotchy in the light of the two smaller moons. On his head was tied a white cloth, its ends hanging limply over his left ear, and over his right shoulder a long belt held three gleaming knives and a long leather scabbard encircled with green and blue gems. Taken aback by the elegance of the mrem’s dress, Jremm had to stop himself from bowing before him. 

			When the brickmaker finally gathered the courage to speak, all he could think of was, “You wanted something?” Hardly a thing a merchant would say, he berated himself as the colorfully furred mrem smiled. 

			“I want a great deal, my young friend,” he agreed too loudly for Jremm’s comfort. “But all that in good time. For now I am looking for someone, and I was told that you might be able to help.” 

			Jremm frowned. “Told?” he blurted out. “Who told you that?” 

			The older mrem laughed softly. “I hardly think that matters. But just to satisfy your curiosity, the mrem over there”—he pointed toward the gate—“the one standing beside the guard in the orange tunic”—he inclined his head and Jremm nodded—“that one. Evidently he knows you, even if you do not know him.” 

			Not about to admit such ignorance, Jremm smiled as wryly as he could and muttered, “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I know him.” He couldn’t help but feel he was getting the worse of this exchange. And it had hardly begun. “But apart from that,” he continued, attempting to gain some control. “Who is it you’re looking for?” 

			The colored mrem looked quizzically at him. “Strange. I would have thought, after what Doroman told me, that you’d have said ‘whom,’ not ‘who.’” He shook his head. 

			Jremm ran his fingers along the fur on his left arm. “Not everyone appreciates it, the ‘whom,’” he responded. “Some of the merchants”—he whispered now—“those less sophisticated than yourself, sir”—the many-colored mrem smiled—“some of them take offense at being corrected. I apologize for misreading you.” 

			Nodding, the other replied, “No harm, young friend, no harm. But, now,” and he stared intently into Jremm’s bright green eyes, “if you could direct me to a mrem named Reswen, I would be more than exceptionally grateful.” 

			“Reswen?” Jremm’s heart skipped. He stopped himself from demanding, “Why?” 

			“Yes, Reswen. I understand he is in the city, and I have business with him. Can you take me to him?” The mrem’s eyes were piercing. 

			Jremm looked at the ground. Reswen! This was something he hadn’t expected. Nor, he suspected, had Mithmid. 

			“I haven’t seen Reswen, sir,” he admitted at last. 

			“Please, friend, I am Oziltor, not ‘sir.’ I prefer the name to the meaningless title.” Jremm felt suddenly inept. 

			“I’m Jremm,” he managed. 

			“I know.” The older mrem grinned a crooked grin. “That is what they told me at the gate.” 

			So someone had noticed him. Jremm glanced quickly around, wondering which of the merchants, or maybe the guards, had seen him and recognized him but had not talked with him. In the moonlight several looked familiar, but he would swear that none should have known his name. Even if he hadn’t been trying to hide. 

			Again Oziltor cleared his throat. “Forgive me, Jremm, but I am in something of a hurry. Could you help me find this Reswen? Or, if you cannot, can you direct me to someone who can?” After a short pause, he added, “I am willing to pay, if that is what you want.” The tone of his voice was one of mild scorn. 

			Jremm shook his head. “It’s not money,” he replied. “It’s not money at all.” He stopped and looked at Oziltor. “It’s just that—well, I don’t know where Reswen is. But I’d be more than willing to look for him, if you’re willing to wait where I can find you.” Another pause, then, “But it may take a while. Ar is large, and its nights are dark.” 

			Oziltor laughed his gentle laugh. “You speak in two voices, Jremm of Ar. One is the voice of youth, its words halting and uncertain, its manner at once arrogant and ignorant. The other is the voice of the poet, a voice with control and of eloquence. I have heard a voice like yours before, but I do not remember where.” He smiled and asked, “Do you sing poetry?” 

			Jremm felt himself blush. “No. At least, not yet. But I think someday I might. That is, if anyone wants to hear.” It was hardly unusual to want to “sing poetry,” as Oziltor had put it. A bard was always welcome, always in demand, always asked to prepare the audience for the dance. How much better than a brickmaker’s life would be a life such as that. For a long moment, Jremm was lost in dream. 

			“Reswen?” the question came. Jremm inhaled to wake himself up. “Can you find him?” He was beginning to sound insistent. 

			Jremm looked at him, then at the top of the wall. Of all the mrem he might be asked to find, Reswen was well down his list of favorites. Feared by most of the mrem of Ar because of his size and his skill in battle, Reswen was rumored to hire himself out to whatever army paid the highest price. For a state like Ar, which, unlike most other states, prided itself on its citizens’ loyalty, mrem like Reswen were not just distrusted but also despised. 

			More than that, he was dangerous. 

			At last Jremm spoke. “I will find him,” he promised firmly. “If he is in Ar, I will find him.” He pointed to a grain-wagon that stood just outside the gates. “Wait for me there, Oziltor. I will return before sunrise.” 

			“Before sunrise?” the other shot back. “I need Reswen long before that. Can you not hurry?” 

			Jremm looked at him and sighed. “To find him before sunrise, I will be hurrying already. If I can do so earlier, I’ll return to you then. But I can’t promise to find him before sunrise, if at all. Ar is simply too large.” 

			Oziltor stood silent. Patches of gold and cream fur glittered in the moon’s soft light, the darker areas showing shadows the color of crimson. Softly he clapped the heels of his hands together and looked beyond Jremm to the plains beyond. At last he turned back to the younger mrem, nodded his head, and turned to walk away. When he reached the grain-wagon, Jremm strode back toward the gates. 

			“Before sunrise,” Oziltor reminded as Jremm stepped past. 

			“Yes,” Jremm replied, and he disappeared into the city.
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			ONCE THROUGH the gates, and past the inner wall, the sounds and smells of the city at night pounded him like a hammer. With the Festival of the Graingod approaching, sections of Ar that would by now normally be fast asleep were full of young mrem strolling or running through the streets. Already the tables lining the streets were filling with merchandise, goods from several days’ march away, things that most Ar-mrem could only dream of purchasing. But they were there anyway, even at night drawing crowds who came to look, and once in a while a merchant would stage a contest to attract a bigger crowd and give some small item away. When that happened, the scene at his table was bedlam.

			Jremm walked slowly, because he did not want to seem conspicuous and because he was as interested as any mrem in the preparations for the Festival. He realized, too, that if Reswen were somewhere in the bustle of activity, he could be seen only if Jremm was extremely careful. Jremm had done this kind of thing before, of course, tracking one important figure after another for his report to Mithmid, but he had never tracked a dangerous one. Usually Mithmid wanted information about a noble—about whom he talked to or where he went for his midday meal—and Jremm had proven himself especially adept at finding these things out. He wondered now why Mithmid had never asked for anything more difficult. If this Doroman, who barely knew Jremm, thought well enough of him to point a total stranger in his direction, why was Mithmid so hesitant to give him an important job? He’d have to ask Mithmid this, if he ever got a chance to talk to him. 

			The likeliest place to find a mercenary was among the ale shops near the East Gate. The neighborhood was the oldest in Ar, and even the larger homes were run-down and divided into small sleeping rooms. Like most of Ar, the walls were made of brick, but lacked the colorful facings that covered the dun-colored brick in the more prosperous sections. 

			He entered the first ale shop he came to. The inside was dim and smoke-filled. A quick look assured the brickmaker the mercenary was not there. The second dingy inn was filled with drunken city guards. After a scowl from the barkeep, Jremm bought a tankard of the thick, bitter ale. After the fourth alehouse, the brickmaker stopped buying a drink in every shop. By the tenth, the thick fumes and smoke alone were making him a bit giddy. Worse yet, no one had seen Reswen for days. He would have to look elsewhere. 

			Only a few hours had passed since his conversation with Oziltor, but already Jremm was beginning to worry. He’d covered the most common areas of Ar’s center, the Festival sites and the most frequented inns, but he’d seen neither Reswen nor anyone else who looked even vaguely like the description he had gotten from an alekeeper. Then again, Jremm wondered if he would recognize Reswen if he did see him. He had been given a sketch of Reswen, but the warrior could have dyed his fur. Jremm hoped not. Stopping in the middle of the street, he looked around him at perhaps a hundred different faces, studying them as carefully as he could, and even then he knew he couldn’t be sure. Any one of them could be Reswen. 

			By this time, he had circled back near the gates. He was tired, hot, and ready to give up, but he wasn’t ready to admit any of those, especially not to Oziltor. Still, he decided to go back through the gates and talk to the tall mrem, cleverly extracting a bit more information, impressing him with his progress, and finding out if he really wanted Jremm to go through with this lengthy search. Jremm’s great hope, at this point, was that Oziltor would call it off. 

			Not that he really expected it, though. 

			Halfway through the gates he stopped. There, just outside the city, stood Oziltor, near the grain-wagon where Jremm had left him. But talking with him now was a tall, muscular mrem, who stood facing Jremm. This, he knew at once, was Reswen. Jremm sidled to his left against the wall of the outer gate, straining to hear, but he was too far away. His temptation was to stride out to the two of them and congratulate Oziltor on having found his mrem. For two reasons, though, he didn’t. In the first place he was afraid of Reswen, and in the second he wanted to find out whether this meeting had been random or planned. Working for Mithmid had taught him, more than anything else, to be thoroughly suspicious. 

			He edged closer, until finally he could hear brief spurts of the conversation. There was something about a female that he strained to hear, but not the usual things. Then he heard the word “kill,” and the tone of it was harsh. 

			The last thing he heard them say, as Reswen began to walk away, was a question about “the young mrem.” “...rid of him...” came the broken response, “...seeking you...” a bit of the rest. Jremm saw Reswen smile, and the mercenary left Oziltor’s side. 

			I was right, Jremm told himself. Right about listening, at least, if not about Oziltor to begin with. I wasn’t supposed to find Reswen, I was supposed to waste my time searching for him. Good thing I gave up so easily, he noted wryly to himself. 

			Mithmid, he knew, would find this very interesting. The older mrem’s interest in Reswen was always extremely high. 

			Oziltor disappeared into a group of mrem inside the city. Shortly afterward, Reswen strolled through, his face unsmiling and intense, accompanied by two other mrem, all three carrying knives and wearing swords slung from their crossbelts. Jremm watched them pass, then cautiously picked his way out of the crowd and toward the center of the city. 

			Stopping not at all, seldom even slowing down, Reswen and his companions marched toward Arbunda’s Rest, despite its pretentious name, one of the least reputable inns in Ar. In former times the inn had housed nobility, once even a King of Ar whose palace quarters were under renovation, but since then it had undergone a series of depredations, mostly the result of irresponsible proprietors and a location that seemed to attract the city’s worst. At night, especially, the place was to be avoided, except by mrem whose tastes ran toward the dangerous. Gambling games were played here, it was said, as was a very special slave trade. Unlike legal slavery, which sold to nobles only criminals or prisoners of war, the Rest conducted a highly specialized and illegal commerce. Its goods, or so the tales of horror went, were the sons and daughters of royalty and Dancers, their importance making them priceless. Jremm shuddered at this, but he had some trouble believing it. Where, he wondered, did the traders get so many whitefurs? 

			Right now, though, that wasn’t his problem. Reswen had already entered the Rest, and his two companions waited outside. Hiding in the shadow of a nearby building, Jremm watched them talking to one another and pointing away, until at last they split up and wandered away from the inn. The smaller of the two headed around the side of the inn into an alley as dark as it was long. The larger, though, captured Jremm’s attention: he was headed straight for him. 

			If Jremm jumped out now, he would be only a couple of paces from the other mrem, making his back an easy target for a knife-throw. Jremm was also aware he was not an especially fast runner. He could attack, of course, but he wasn’t a great fighter, either. As a matter of fact, at this moment in his life Jremm wasn’t sure he was good at anything at all, and in his mind he was beginning to extol the many virtues of brickmaking as a lifelong trade. He was rapidly gaining a new fondness for even Errlo’s tirades. 

			All right then, Jremm told himself, just stand here. As quietly and as casually as you can. Sure, came another voice in his head, and then what? What if he finds you? If that happens, the other shot back, you can always talk your way out of it. Tell him you’re waiting for a friend of yours to come out because you have important things to discuss. Ridiculous! boomed the inevitable second. Why wouldn’t you go in after him? Good point—how about my family won’t let me, because of our faith. The second voice laughed. “Face it,” it insisted. “You’re going to get hit.” 

			What about this? cut in the first voice. What about telling him I’m waiting for someone who owes me something, waiting to break his fingers if he doesn’t pay? That, at least, is something this mrem might understand. The second voice paused. I like that, it said finally. That one should work. Of course, there’s always the possibility you could give him ideas, and you end up with your own fingers broken simply for being here. But if we have to choose, I’d say go with that one. 

			Thanks, the first voice replied. Its tone was dubious. 

			Reswen’s bodyguard slipped into the shadow where Jremm posed against the wall. The young mrem’s mind was beginning to argue with itself again, this time over the wisdom of calling attention to himself instead of letting the armed mrem discover him. He’d heard in tales that doing so was usually wise, because if you didn’t you would seem to be hiding, and ruffians don’t like people who hide. They also, the stories confirmed, don’t like being surprised. 

			He decided to try it. Tensing his leg muscles, he prepared to step gently away from the wall and ask, in as unthreatening a voice as possible, “Looking for something, my friend?” If he acted quickly, the other mrem would see him in time to react with his mouth, not with claws or knives. This, too, was part of the strategy. 

			“Crorantan!” a voice shouted suddenly. The armed mrem snapped his head to the right. “Now, Crorantan! I’ve found something! Hurry!” 

			“Not now,” Crorantan’s harsh voice yelled back. “I’ve heard something here.” 

			“Later!” the other ordered. “Right now I need you here!” 

			Jremm pressed himself back against the wall. Don’t disobey orders, Crorantan, he thought to himself. What’s over there is much more important than what’s here. But still the armed mrem refused to move. Step by small step, he narrowed the already short distance between himself and Jremm. The young mrem’s heart hammered like two rocks pounding together. He wondered that he was the only one who could hear it. 

			“Crorantan, I said now!” the other’s voice boomed. “In case you’ve forgotten, Reswen has put me in command, and it is a command I am now giving you. I don’t forget those who disobey me.” 

			Crorantan snarled, quickly scanned the alley, and turned away. Jremm breathed twice, registered the gratitude from his deprived lungs, and felt his muscles untying themselves. But he knew he had little time to spare, and he knew as well that he must somehow get into the inn. Arbunda’s Rest was hardly his favorite spot, but tonight he had no choice. 

			In any case, now was the time to move. 

			He looked above him, to the roof two stories up. Climbing the walls wouldn’t be difficult, constructed as they were of unfinished mud bricks set in an alternating step-like pattern, an older style whose popularity had declined greatly when young children had started climbing to the roofs and falling to their deaths. Much of the city’s eastern core boasted buildings of this sort, and even though they were growing increasingly dilapidated they continued to house craftsmen and merchants, who protested strongly against tearing them down. Jremm was usually quite noisy about the need to get rid of them, but tonight, with Crorantan and his fellow bodyguard around the corner and a mere twenty strides away, he decided that these once-ugly buildings had suddenly assumed an elegance all their own. Placing the toes of his right foot on the edge of the third mud brick from the ground, he hoisted himself up the building’s wall. He was silent, and he was fast, and when he reached the top he waited until he was sure that Reswen’s bodyguards had noticed nothing. 

			All he had to hope for now was that the roof was fairly sturdy. He had no way of telling in advance whether or not it was reinforced with songomore planks, as recent buildings were, or if it was just tightly drawn thatches. No matter which, though, the strongest part of any roof was never the peak but always where it overlapped the walls, so when he reached the roof he kept his feet where he thought the walls should be. Crouching, he stepped cautiously along. 

			As he had expected, this roof joined with the roof of Arbunda’s Rest. That, too, was part of the older style, before the recent prosperity made separate roofs not only possible but also common, except of course in the low-houses where roofs were thrown on the huts (even the builders didn’t call them houses) as cheaply and quickly as possible. Here the joined roof signified an older time, but it also told of a desire for added strength. Mrem valued their privacy and space, but as all the builders knew, there was something to be said for joining buildings at the roof. 

			Jremm crawled onto the roof of the Rest. Now that he was here, of course, he still had to get inside, but this wouldn’t be hard. Like most buildings, the Rest was ventilated by opening portions of its roof, and even now Jremm could see inside. The trick was not how to enter, but to enter in the right place. 

			Reaching the first opening, he looked down into an empty bedroom. The bed had a sheet thrown hastily across it, and a pair of boots lay on the floor. How easy it would be, he suddenly realized, to be a thief here; the mrem’s belongings were almost begging to be taken. 

			The second opening showed another bedroom, but this one was occupied. Occupied, in fact, by two people, neither of whom seemed greatly concerned with the prospect of sleep. For a moment Jremm considered dropping spit on them and then hiding to watch their reaction, but he managed to tear his eyes away and move further along the roof. 

			Here was the opening he wanted. High above the inn’s main room, the opening allowed access to the wooden beams that held up the Rest’s roof. He suspected a similar opening at the other side of the building, but he couldn’t imagine it offering a better position. He could crawl inside here and lie on the thickest beam, and unless someone looked directly at him he would never be noticed. Even if they did, the smoke from the lanterns would probably hide him. 

			Carefully he made his way through the opening. It was small, and he went through feet first, his legs immediately touching the beam. Almost through now, he raised his arms over his head and prepared to slide the remainder of the way. 

			Suddenly he heard a noise, not from the inn but from the street below. Feet ran heavily, and a sword whished from its sheath. “Who’s there?” came a husky shout. Jremm froze. 

			“I said, who’s there?” another shout echoed. “Answer, or I attack.” 

			Jremm held his breath. If he answered, everyone in the inn would hear him. But if he didn’t, and he had to fight, they would hear him anyway. Suppressing an audible sigh, he flexed his leg muscles to slide himself back outside. 

			But then he stopped. A high, timid voice sounded from below. “It’s me,” it said, and it began to sob. 

			“Rennilan?” the male voice asked. “Is it you?” 

			“Yes,” the young female whispered. “Me. Oh, please don’t tell. Please don’t tell.” 

			For a moment there was silence. Jremm knew he should use this chance to disappear inside, but this was Rennilan, and he couldn’t stop listening. 

			“What were you doing in the Rest?” The mrem’s voice was stern but not threatening. 

			“What do you think? What does everybody do in the Rest, every young female at least?” Her voice trembled. 

			“You were upstairs, in the friendship room?” Silence, then, “Why, Rennilan? You can have any young mrem you want, whenever you want. Why come here?” 

			“It doesn’t matter,” she answered. “I’m just here.” 

			“You’re wrong,” the husky voice answered. “It does matter. Nobody minds who you’re with, and you know that. What they mind is if you come here. When your mother...” 

			“Don’t you dare tell my father,” Rennilan shrieked. “He has no reason to know.” 

			A long silence followed. At last the mrem sighed and said, “Come with me. You will have to be questioned. It may be that nothing more will be said.” Two pairs of footsteps disappeared into the street. 

			My god, Jremm thought. Rennilan? Here? And in the friendship room? And then it dawned on him, suddenly and hatefully, that it was the friendship room he had seen moments before. Is this what Rennilan did when she refused to see him? Come here? To Arbunda’s Rest, of all godforsaken places? Why, when she could have mrem over to her parents’ house if she wanted? Why the Rest, the city’s most degrading place for male and female mrem alike? 

			Then it struck him. The bodyguard had known Rennilan. Recognized her immediately. Why? What had she been doing while he had courted her so hesitantly? 

			His stomach almost heaving with that thought, Jremm slid the rest of the way onto the beam. He lay face down along it, keeping still for a moment in case in his entry he had knocked loose some dirt. Should someone look up, he didn’t want them to notice anything. He had to force himself to concentrate on his mission, not Rennilan. 

			At last his vision adjusted enough for him to look down. His eyes burned as he stared through the smoky haze, but after a short while he was able to make out faces in the crowd. As always, especially at Festival time, the Rest was filled to capacity with mrem of all ages and descriptions drinking, lounging, gambling, or yelling conversation to one another. What drew mrem to this place was entirely beyond his comprehension. 

			Especially mrem like Rennilan. 

			At last he saw his prey. Reswen sat almost directly below him, speaking without shouting to a well-dressed mrem whose face Jremm could not see. He could hear nothing of the conversation, but he knew that he must get into position to identify Reswen’s companion. Sliding forward along the beam, taking care to remove the layer of dust rather than send it to the floor, he pulled himself a few feet further from the opening. He looked down again, and what he saw he could hardly believe. 

			Rennilan’s father. A respected, if minor, noble of the city of Ar. The person Jremm had wanted to impress more than anyone else in the world. And here he was, in Arbunda’s Rest, obviously making a deal with one of the most despised mrem in the city. 

			Did he, Jremm wondered, know Rennilan had been here? Had she been part of some sordid agreement? For a long moment, he closed his eyes and pressed his face against the beam. He strained to suppress his vomit. 

			They were leaving the inn now, the two of them, side by side and smiling, Reswen the mercenary and Draldren the noble, not as enemies but rather as old friends, exchanging plans and schemes and gods knew what else. Jremm knew he had to follow them, but he no longer wanted to bother. His heart felt sick, worse now than at any time in his life. 

			The two mrem walked toward Crorantan and his companion, their hushed tones not quite reaching Jremm’s ears. Down from the roof he climbed, dropping noiselessly to the ground. Keeping the inn at his back, he slithered along the walls and crept within earshot. 

			From here he could see Reswen’s face. He and Draldren smiled often as they spoke, but not even a broad smile could hide Reswen’s strength, toughness and, Jremm thought, cruelty. In the light of the street lanterns his deep green eyes showed one who had done much and seen more, most of it unsavory or unkind, some clearly terrible. When the mercenary smiled his vague, crooked smile, Jremm shuddered. Behind that smile obviously lay years of harsh, cruel deeds. 

			“I’ve already told you, Draldren,” assured Reswen, his deep voice finally audible. “I’m not lying. Sruss is dead.” 

			Draldren was silent for a moment. “How do I know that?” he asked at last. 

			“You don’t,” came the reply, and Jremm noticed a hint of exasperation. “You can’t ever know these things. You hired me to do the job quietly, and I carried out your instructions. That’s why you hire people. So you don’t have to do it yourself.” 

			“But I have no assurances—” 

			“I keep telling you, Draldren, in this kind of work you don’t get assurances. What was I supposed to do? Bring her head here in a sack?” 

			Draldren turned his head away. “Don’t speak like that, Reswen. It is cruel and does not become you.” 

			The mercenary laughed aloud. “Become me? After what I’ve just done—at your bidding, I might add—what in Inla’s name is going to become me? For that matter, what is going to become you? Let’s face it, Draldren. We’ve done something here that isn’t something to be proud of. I’m getting paid for it, not very well but enough. I’ve done a good job of it, but I’m hardly proud of what I’ve done. That’s one beautiful female I just did away with.” He pierced Draldren’s eyes with his cold, mocking stare. 

			“So don’t start being righteous, my friend. For the rest of your life, like it or not, righteousness will not become you. Not one bit.” 

			There was a long pause. Jremm tried to dissolve into the wall. What kind of godforsaken night was this turning out to be? First Rennilan. Then Draldren. Now this. Sruss—dead? Maybe it was a different Sruss, not the princess. Please, Ormin, he prayed to his god, please let it be a different Sruss. 

			“What will the king do?” Draldren asked. 

			“Probably nothing.” Reswen shrugged, his face mocking again. “What could he do? His daughter’s dead, so he’ll grieve. That’s what kings are supposed to do, isn’t it?” 

			Jremm dropped his head. It was the king’s daughter, Sruss. The beautiful, white-furred Sruss. My god, he thought, the people adored her! 

			“One thing I’m willing to wager,” came Reswen’s voice again. “He won’t admit it. He won’t announce her death, not now and not ever.” 

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” Draldren muttered. “How could he not announce his own daughter’s death? This is Sruss we’re talking about, Reswen, not a slave girl. He’ll have no choice but to announce it.” 

			Again the mercenary shrugged. “Maybe. But I’ll wager five weights of silver that he won’t. He’ll say she’s gone somewhere else. Somewhere like Eiritu, where he’s always wanted her to go anyway. He thinks the schools are better there.” 

			Draldren stared into the other’s eyes. For a long moment the two mrem said nothing, as the soft, sad eyes of the one met the cruel, mocking eyes of the second. At last the noble spoke, and his voice was filled with disgust. 

			“How can you be so damned calm about it, Reswen? Don’t you have a conscience?” 

			Reswen did not flinch. “A conscience? Did you pay me to have a conscience? Look at me, Draldren, and tell me to my face. Did I really do anything wrong? Anything that you didn’t want to do yourself?” 

			There was, of course, no answer. A hired killer, both Jremm and Draldren knew, was only an intermediary, no matter what the law had to say about it. The true killer, even if he couldn’t be convicted of it, was Draldren. Draldren the noble, Draldren the father of Rennilan, and now, for Ormin knew what reasons, Draldren the murderer of Sruss, daughter of the King of Ar. Draldren who now removed a leather bag that hung from his right shoulder and gave it to Reswen, a payment for a deed both god-cursed and unimaginably horrible. 

			All Mother, hold me! whispered Jremm to himself. 

			“It’s there,” Draldren said, his voice trembling. “All thirty-one pieces.” 

			“Double-weighted silver from the north?” Reswen asked, driving his words into his employer’s heart. “Not the cheap silver from the islands?” 

			Draldren could only nod, then turn away. Jremm saw him walk back to the door of Arbunda’s Rest, take a deep breath, and step inside. When he was gone, Jremm turned his eyes back to Reswen. 

			And Reswen was staring straight at him. 

			For about the twentieth time that night, Jremm’s heart refused to beat. The muscular mrem stared hard in his direction, squinting to fight the glare of the lantern above the Rest’s door. For a long moment Jremm stood motionless, debating whether to break and run (probably a stupid idea), walk out and talk to the mrem (less stupid, but still not exactly brilliant), or simply stay where he was. He had almost decided on the last of those choices when Reswen rendered them all unnecessary. The mercenary smiled at Jremm, his eyes softening and the cruelty vanishing from his face. 

			For a brief moment, but one he would always remember, Jremm saw in that smile a hint of gentleness. But it vanished quickly, as Reswen turned and barked a command to his bodyguards. Together, the three mrem turned and marched away into the streets of Ar. 

			It was more than a hundred heartbeats later, after Jremm had hurried down the unlit street, when the wide figure of another who had watched the drama inside left the inn. Obviously upset, he hurried toward the palace with surprising speed. 

			Finally, yet another figure draped in a dun-colored robe rose, this time from a vantage point on the roof above. In his efforts to enter the Rest, Jremm had passed within a few steps of the niche where this observer had sat since sunset. Now the hidden mrem stood and stretched with unconcealed relief. Whiskers twitched with a smile as he, too, hurried to report what had transpired. 

			Had there been yet another observer, he would have probably not been surprised. Such things were almost expected by those in Ar who chose to frequent Arbunda’s Rest. 
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			“Sruss? Are you sure?” 

			Mithmid’s eyes looked sharply at the slightly younger mrem. It was obvious that Jremm was telling the truth, at least as far as he knew it. Powers Mithmid was still learning to control told him that, but the news was almost impossible to accept. If the king’s daughter was dead, the royal family’s fabled hundred-king reign would almost surely be threatened. With no heir, and no hope of one, it could even mean civil war. 

			What a time, Mithmid thought, for the newly revitalized Na-mrem to give invasion another terrifying chance. 

			“I’m sure,” Jremm replied. “That is, unless Reswen was lying. I suppose that’s always possible.” 

			“Yes, it is. But you say he was under contract. To Draldren, no less.” Mithmid ran his hand over the tan-colored fur on his neck. “This is hard, Jremm. I had hoped for better things from Draldren.” A pause. “He was—well, a little special to me.” 

			Jremm nodded. “I know what you mean. He was to me as well.” 

			“But I guess,” Mithmid muttered, slowly shaking his head, “I guess ‘special’ doesn’t matter a lot right now. Not if this has happened.” 

			For Mithmid, Sruss’ death was horrifying, but Draldren’s treason devastated him. Over the past few years he had spent considerable time with the older mrem, learning from him the ways of the court and, he had to admit, the ways of courtship as well. 

			What this news did was make Mithmid wonder if the noble had been using him, keeping him around only to discover news of the Three. Draldren had never mentioned them, Ar’s near-legendary mages, but like all Ar-mrem he knew they existed, or had once. All the training he was receiving from those others who had the same magical powers spoke of the Three with reverence. Berrilund had even told him, repeatedly in fact, that the Three and not Berrilund himself were the real leaders of all the wizards in Ar, even those as unskilled as Mithmid. Now the H’satie tried to remember all his conversations with Draldren, tried to determine what he had told him. He was fairly certain he had never mentioned the Three, but since Draldren encouraged his talking he simply couldn’t be sure. He was fairly certain, though, that he’d never spoken of Berrilund. 

			And then he smiled. The trouble with this investigation game was that you started suspecting everybody of everything. There was no reason, he suddenly realized, for Draldren to consider him even remotely important. Mithmid was well-born, but that was all. All Draldren had been doing, in all likelihood, was to introduce him into the court as he would have introduced any other mrem. It was how you built a power base, a fair trading of loyalties. 

			“May I go now?” Jremm’s voice interrupted his thoughts. 

			“Of course. I shouldn’t have kept you this long. We’ve had so few opportunities to talk, though, and I thought this would be a good one.” 

			“I know what you mean,” nodded Jremm. “I have to admit, I’ve always wondered what you were really like. And why you want me to do all these things. I mean, I know it’s for the good of Ar—you’ve told me that a number of times—but still—” 

			“But still you wonder,” Mithmid cut in, “exactly what you’re doing here.” He paused. “I know that, Jremm, and I’m sorry to keep you in the dark.” He looked into the younger mrem’s eyes. “If it means anything—and don’t ask me for any more information than I’m going to give you right this minute—you’re being considered for better things.” 

			Jremm started. “Better things? What better things? Who—?” 

			“No,” Mithmid shot back. “I said don’t ask for anything more. I can’t give it to you. I probably shouldn’t have said what I did.” Jremm calmed. “Now go. You have some cleaning up to do, looking after that Oziltor character.” 

			“Oziltor! I almost forgot about him. He’s still waiting for me.” Jremm turned and ran from the room
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			THE SONG OF the Kill rang high through the night air. Enclosed by four fires, set at north, south, east, and west, the mrem of the village danced the Dance of the Bundor. The ceremony’s stylized frenzy, reliving the running of the arbunda and the wounding of the young bulls. Twirling and weaving, young warriors dressed to resemble the successful hunters stood their ground while the arbunda dancer leaped, clawed, and swam his charge toward them. They opened for him, whirling away from his charge, and then they closed again and waited for the young mrem who were the bulls. 

			These Bull dancers flowed toward them now, their bodies sleek and lithe, their oiled fur shining in the light of the fire and the moon. Their movements hypnotized the mrem who watched and sang, seated and swaying on either side of the fire. As they approached the Hunter dancers, they raised their arms fluidly above their heads and bellowed the call of bundor bulls. And then they stood, their shoulders circling with the beat of the song, and with a strong, graceful leap they began the Dance of the Chase, which began the Ceremony of the Hunt. 

			They danced toward the first of the three Hunter dancers, their bodies showing the beauty and the strength of the bundor they represented. As he came near, the first of the Hunter dancers woke from his motionless dream and snaked his arm up his right side and over his head. Whirling it there, he raised his head and shrieked the wound-cry to the God of the Hunt. Then he spun, and when he came to rest his arm swung down in a graceful, perfect arc, sweeping toward the leaping Bull dancer who now jumped high before him. The Bull dancer landed, stopped, and withered softly to the ground at the Hunter’s feet. From the circle of huntsmrem rose a song of joy, and the Hunter fell prone across his kill. 

			The second kill was identical. 

			And then came the third. The form echoed that of the first, with the Bull dancer approaching and leaping in front of the Hunter. But when the Hunter raised his invisible sword above his head and swept his arm down in the arc of the wound, a cry of “No!” stopped cold the hunters’ expected song of joy. Standing behind the fire was an agitated Forun, his glaring eyes dancing in the orange light. 

			Talwe hugged his knees where he sat. He had expected Forun to try for some kind of revenge, but he had never dreamed he would interrupt the sacred Dance. He knew that it was best not to respond, to let the rest of the hunters punish Forun’s action as they wished. There were rules for everything, and Forun had just broken one. 

			“Sit, Forun,” shouted Ondra at his side. “Let the Dance continue.” 

			Forun did not move. “Why should I let it continue? What it shows is something that should not have happened, a wounding that we must not be proud of. We have never had a wounding like this.” 

			The hunters were silent now. When Forun stopped talking, the only sound was the sharp cracks from the burning wood. Except for Talwe’s, all the faces stared hard at the mrem who spoke. 

			“Nothing was wrong with the wounding, Forun.” The voice was Ondra’s. “You had your chance, and the herd magic stopped you. Others were stopped before you.” 

			“I don’t think it was herd magic,” was Forun’s steady reply. 

			At this the hunters stirred. Whispers broke out around the circle, and fingers pointed to Forun, to Ondra, and to Talwe. 

			Talwe forced his claws to stay sheathed, but his tail twitched uncontrollably. 

			“What do you mean?” Ondra asked, his voice stern but frightened. 

			“One of us here,” Forun answered, “may know magic of his own.” 

			And his eyes, like the others’, strayed to the stooping figure of Talwe. 

			Another mrem stood up. Hanena, an elder. “You accuse,” he said, “without reason. That, you know well, is not allowed. Do you have proof to offer?” 

			Forun smiled. “Proof?” he exclaimed. “What more proof do we need? The Hunt began when Talwe somehow avoided a songomore branch aimed for his neck. A branch he could not possibly have seen coming.” 

			A murmur spread around the circle. 

			“Then,” Forun bared his teeth as he continued, “when I had the third wounding in my grasp, my sword almost upon the bunda, I ran from the Hunt. I have never run before, as all of you know. I ran, I am certain, because of magic.” 

			“Yes,” acknowledged the other. “We know that. But the magic was the magic of the arbunda, not of one of us. Mrem do not use magic.” 

			“What about the Three of Ar?” Talwe’s accuser retorted in hissed challenge. The elder continued, ignoring the interruption. No one cared about the mythical wizards that once ruled Ar. 

			“Then why didn’t the arbunda stop the other woundings in the same way? Those were thrown from the Hunt by songomore branches, not by being suddenly frightened. Why would the arbunda want to shame me?” 

			To this, none had any response. Talwe knew that the hunters had not seen herd magic of this kind before, and that they would listen carefully now to Forun’s words. He knew as well that, while Ondra objected to Forun’s accusing Talwe, most of the others cared only about the interruption of the Dance of the Hunt, which followed the Dance of the Chase and the Feast of the Kill. Few would defend Talwe against any charges, because few trusted him completely. He was different. 

			Nor did Forun stop here. “And we know all about Talwe, don’t we? We know how his mother ran from the village to mate with the wildmrem, then came back pregnant and begging for help. We know that, don’t we, Talwe?” 

			Talwe sat up straight. He glared at the insults, but he said nothing. There was nothing he could say. There never was. 

			“And we know all about the color of his fur, how it looks like the fur of the wildmrem, not the fur of real mrem. The wildmrem his mother could not live without.” His tone now was mocking. He had the others’ attention, and he wasn’t about to give it up. 

			The taunts pierced Talwe’s brain. His tail slapped the ground in undisguised anger. He felt himself fill with hatred, felt again the full fury of the taunts of childhood, when almost every day one of the children would tease him or beat him because of his dark brown fur. He remembered the taunts of the girls as he grew older, their songs of derision driving him running for home, tears of shame burning his cheeks. 

			His lips were pulled tight over bared teeth, ears folded flat. Ondra put out a restraining arm and then thought better of it. 

			Talwe rose in a rapid, menacing surge until he was staring Forun full in the eyes. “That’s enough,” he commanded, but the other mrem only laughed. 

			“No, it’s not,” Forun responded. “Not until you leave us forever. You don’t belong here, darkfur, and we don’t want you.” 

			Ondra jumped up and moved jerkily toward Forun. His back and tail puffed in anger. “Talwe’s right,” he said. “That’s enough. Talwe has been one of us since he was born, and he’ll remain one of us until he dies. It’s not your place to say differently.” 

			With Ondra’s words, Talwe’s resolve snapped. He could stand Forun’s hatred, but he resented Ondra’s help. He could defend himself. The need to act overwhelmed all other considerations. 

			“Even if you stop now, Forun,” the dark-furred mrem announced for all the hunters to hear, “you have still gone too far. You accuse me of magic, and that is bad enough. But when you speak of my mother, a female you did not know, I will not sit back and listen.” 

			The hunters were silent now, staring into the space between the two mrem’s faces. Talwe waited until he could feel the tension mount, and then made an accusation of his own. 

			“You are one who lies, Forun, and we will dance with knives to prove you false.” 

			The gathered hunters began talking all at once. Dance-duels had once been common, had formerly been the most important way of settling differences, but lately they had fallen from use. Always in their songs the elders would sing of the dance-duel, and always the songs would bring tears to their eyes, but among the younger hunters the sword-duel, or the knife-duel, had become the standard. It was a change the elders lamented, saying something important was being lost. But like every change it was irrevocable. 

			Stepping away from the fire, Talwe began to question the wisdom of what he had done. He could win the dance-duel—there was no question of that—but if he won he might be worse off than before. For a time his honor, and his mother’s memory, would be completely without challenge, but it wouldn’t take long for the mrem of the village to grow to distrust him once more. Even worse, he had no way of knowing the effect on Forun. Losing the dance-duel might silence him, but more probably it would make him even more bitter than he was now. 

			But the dance was about to start, and Talwe could not back out now. If he did, Forun would win, and if Forun won....

			He took up his position, ten strides from the north and east fires. His claws extended and retracted in anticipation. The hunters formed a circle large enough to include the four fires, giving the dancers all the room they needed. Talwe saw his opponent walk past the other fires and onto the dance-earth. A grin was on Forun’s face, and Talwe could see that he was not frightened. Nodding to the mrem who watched, Forun planted himself and waited for the dance to begin. 

			Talwe drew his knife. His sword was his best weapon, but by choosing the knife he showed the mrem that the dance, not the weapon, would be his concentration. In an old-style dance-duel the dance was all, with the dancers’ claws the only weapons allowed. But to the hunters of the village, the true skill lay in combining weapon and dance, because in this way dance and hunt were combined. 

			Raising his knife to the sky, Talwe closed his eyes and spoke so all could hear. “Watch over me, Inla, Mother of the Earth,” he shouted, “because now I dance in your honor.” And then he sang the Song of the Dance-Duel, his voice smooth and melodious, and the hunters at the fire swayed as the sound filled their ears. 

			“And watch over me, Luata, River Mother,” the other shouted, his own voice higher and sharper, the song of his dance-song becoming lighter and faster. After Talwe’s, Forun’s own chant seemed harsher, crueler, filled not with the waters of the river but rather with the roar of the rapids, and the hunters sat rigid as he wove to and fro. 

			Talwe opened his eyes, and saw Forun staring at Arigain and then at him. The other mrem’s eyes were narrowed now, his brows knitted, and the exposed teeth were clenched tight in his mouth. So much fur had bristled on the pale mrem’s back that even that covering his shoulders had risen. His dance would be fierce, Talwe knew, a dance filled with starts and stops and jumps far too high to be pure, a dance that spoke of hate and not of beauty. To counter it, to stop Forun’s dance before it cut deep through his own, Talwe knew he would have to start first, bringing his body through the movements of grace as quickly as he could without losing the depth of the flow. He knew he must reach the peak of his strength, the moment when the sound of the flow turned to the silence of stillness, at precisely the moment when Forun reached the height of his dance’s frenzy. If he did that, he would be in control. 

			Talwe knew as well that Forun would do what he could to stop his opponent’s dance in mid-flow. For Forun to win, he would have to strike early and hard. Talwe’s was the harder task by far. 

			Talwe began. To his right he leaned, then raised his left leg high and turned. His toes pointed straight, claws extending and retracting as it moved. Then he bent to the side until he knew that his left leg rested just above the ground. Then he spun slowly on the toes of his right foot, and let his hands float to the sky. While the hunters looked on, and while his opponent waited to move, Talwe let his arms fall gently in front of his face as he rested his head on his shoulder. His expression was now peaceful, his fur lying smooth. 

			A sign of submission? whispered the hunters to each other. Yes, Talwe thought. The ancient sign. The sign of a dancer who first submitted to the gods, then danced for them, not for himself. 

			With that sign, Forun leapt high in the air. 

			Spinning and whirling, he raced past the hunters with all claws partially extended, the claws on his feet digging gouges in the dry earth. Once past them he stopped, spun on his right foot, then jumped to the left and dropped to a crouch. Slowly now he advanced, rotating his head to the sound of his silent song, while the claws of his hands extended to the full and sliced their slow sweep through the air. Then he stood up, pulled a knife from his belt, and urged Talwe to answer the challenge. 

			Not yet, thought Talwe, I will not come yet. He knew his opponent expected him to accept, but Talwe felt this was the time for surprise. Lithely he rose, first to his knees and then to his feet, his body continually flowing to his own unsung song. He felt alive and the wind in the night air joined the rhythm of his dance. He moved with it, anger forgotten. The fire crackled softly as he started to spin, then built to a bright, joyous flame as he vaulted it in his first leap. 

			Two strides from Forun he landed, and the mrem took a step back. But then, with a shout, Forun danced to his right. Swiftly he stepped, and the hunters were awed, and on the last step he braced his right foot, screamed to the cloud god, and leapt. Straight at Inla’s dancer he flew, his claws swishing down through the air, and the dark-furred mrem bent back low to the ground so the claws would cut nothing but wind. 

			It was, Talwe knew, only the start. He watched as Forun raised his right arm into the air, and then as he brought his left arm up to meet it. From his left hand to his right he now passed a knife, the sign that the claws weren’t enough, the sign that the duel had truly begun. 

			Talwe had challenged, and Forun now accepted. They would fight, as their custom demanded, until a winner was clear. 

			Both mrem now leaned forward. They stepped tentatively toward each other, their legs and toes pointed, until they were only two strides apart. Then they touched knives, and with that gesture began the Dance of Justice. 

			Forun struck first. Without warning he lunged, his knife barely missing Talwe, who spun quickly out of the way, but did not jump. The lunge was not dance, Talwe well knew. It was a killing blow, but to make that point clear he must counter it with dance alone. And so now he spun again, then he stopped and extended his knife hand, held his left leg off the ground, and dropped his head to his chest, daring Forun to break form and strike again. 

			The hunters cried aloud, amazement in their voices. Talwe smiled. 

			Forun jumped to the right. Talwe stood motionless, still poised in defense, and waited for his opponent to strike. This time the paler mrem jumped nearly straight up, twisting as he landed into a running pose. The knife swept down through the air in the graceful arc of the bundor kill, and this time Talwe dropped to the ground and rolled. But again he did not stop, but rolled instead until he had the momentum to plant his left knee and whirl straight to his feet. The beauty of the flow again caught the hunters’ admiration, and again Forun frowned at the sound of their cries.

			For a long time they danced, the one acrobatic and the other graceful, in the light of the flames. The large moon rose and added silvery tones to the flame-painted gold on the dancing mrem’s fur. After a time the forms were all completed. Their movements were free now, neither named nor encumbered by tradition. Forun flying high, his greater strength allowing him to throw his lithe form through amazing convolutions. Talwe’s dance was less spectacular but more controlled. Occasionally a move by the paler mrem would cause a stir among those watching, but it was Talwe’s graceful dance that held their attention. 

			Both mrem found themselves almost lost in their dance, each striving to rise to new levels, nearly forgetting that they also fought. Many dance-duels ended here, both parties too overcome by the ritual to harbor further hatred. But this time neither would forget.

			Eight times Forun brought down his knife in an arc, and eight times Talwe danced, or leapt, or rolled gracefully out of its path, moving almost as soon as the blows began. At last Forun kicked, claws extended more out of anger and frustration than as an attack, but again Talwe reacted before he was hit. Finally both mrem stopped, and while the wind sang through the songomores the two dancers stared hard into each other’s eyes. Their breath came in gasps, but their eyes remained locked. Then, as one, each leaned to his left, knife raised and claws extended. Few dances lasted to this point; this was a spectacle the villagers would recall for many seasons. With a cry from the hunters, the final dance began. 

			The final dance was the Dance of Battle. Challenge, nature and the hunt portrayed, now there remained only to dance to death. Each must continue his chosen style, but it now was honorable to strike a killing blow. Talwe saw his opponent spring forward, and he fell to the ground and rolled to his left. But Forun dived at his exposed back before he could rise, and only that familiar, and despised, tingling of danger kept his foe’s knife from slicing his neck. Again Talwe rolled, then he jumped to his feet, turning to watch Forun’s moaning hiss of hatred. 

			And then Talwe jumped, right at the light-furred dancer. There was no warning. At one moment Talwe was dodging lithely away. At the next he had spun and was driving forward. Forun was fast, but not fast enough. Talwe’s knife opened a deep gash in his biceps, and the blood flowed freely down Forun’s arm, staining his fur. The larger mrem had been surprised, lulled by his opponent’s earlier, graceful passiveness. It had been apparent to all that Talwe could have as easily struck a killing blow. From the side of the fire two hunters ran forward, clutching the wounded mrem and dragging him back. With the wound, it was over. Forun could not continue. 

			Talwe, as always, had won. 

			Breathing hard, he sat down beside Ondra. But his friend said nothing. 

			“I’ve won,” Talwe said. 

			“I know,” came the reply. “I saw the dance.” 

			“It was a good one,” Talwe said, nodding. “But it hasn’t solved anything.” It was a statement, not a question, and Ondra didn’t reply. 
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			“You are accused of magic, Talwe.” 

			Talwe heard the shame in Orrintar’s voice as he spoke. The elder feared for the village, caring little for Talwe’s own grief, and such an accusation could haunt the Hunt for years. So often had Talwe heard this explanation that he now knew it by heart. He didn’t quite accept it, but he was powerless to change it. 

			“I am not justly accused. I won the duel,” Talwe answered. His voice was soft, but it was not afraid. 

			“Forun tells us,” the elder went on, “that you survived the arbunda’s attack very mysteriously, as if you knew of the attack before it came. And he says as well that you defeated him in the dance-duel because you were able to leap from his knife as if there, too, you knew what was to come. If that is true, Talwe,” and Orrintar’s voice was as sad as it was strong, “then Forun’s accusation is far from unjust. No mrem, no matter how expertly he hunts and dances, is so good that he can avoid all danger. 

			“We must consider what is best for the village. If we are thought to be tainted, our people will be shunned.” There was concern in his voice. 

			Talwe closed his eyes. “I do not avoid all danger, Orrintar,” he replied quietly. “I avoid being killed, but that is because of my training.” 

			From behind him came another voice. Dalriatar, whose light-brown fur had turned gray with age, stood before the old songomore that grew in the middle of the village. Behind him Talwe could see, sitting in a wide circle, the villagemrem who had come to listen and wait. 

			“Perhaps you are right, Talwe,” Dalriatar said. “But maybe your training is only part of the reason. By all accounts you are an excellent hunter, and I have seen the brilliance of your dance. But Forun has accused you once more, and we have no choice but to act on that accusation.”

			Talwe nodded. His tail was curled between his legs. It was all he could do to not expose his neck. He knew the elders had no choice. But he knew, just as clearly, that the accusation could only mean punishment. He could not disprove magic, because he knew it was in him. 

			He thought back now, as he often did, to the times he had fought as a child, when the others would hate him because he would win. He remembered wondering why he could claw the others, why they didn’t simply jump out of the way. Then one day an older mrem from another village had watched the young ones fight, and as he helped Talwe’s victim daub at his cuts he had shouted, “Magic!” over and over again, until the villagemrem entered the scene and took Talwe away. 

			All night they questioned him, but Talwe said nothing to help them. Partly he was afraid, but partly he did not answer because there was nothing he could say. He couldn’t tell them he had magic, because he didn’t know what magic was. He only knew that they thought he was different, and this he already knew from the taunting of the other children. When they asked him about his mother he cried and cried and cried. 

			When she died soon after, these same villagers took him in and loved him. And he forgave them, even loved them, because they were kind. 

			Now the kindness was gone. All that remained was the love. 

			Dalriatar cut through his thoughts. “Five times since last Harvest you have dueled, either by dance or by knife, and five times you have won. In each of your victories you have disgraced your opponent, and each time that opponent has exiled himself to the open plain. Even if you have no magic, you have weakened the Hunt in a way that we cannot permit.” 

			Talwe stared straight ahead. They didn’t have to exile themselves, he wanted to say, but he knew it would gain him nothing. They were right, of course: five hunters had been lost to the cities. No matter whose fault, the village could not survive without hunters. 

			“You will not hunt with the others, Talwe,” Dalriatar continued, “until you have been explored for magic. We have asked for aid. The Dancer of the Plain will arrive in our village before the Harvest ends. She will ask, and she will know.” 

			Orrintar opened his eyes wide. Behind Talwe, the villagemrem gasped and whispered among themselves. The Dancer! Talwe thought. But she judges only the strongest sins, only the sins that threaten the village’s life! Was their hatred that strong? 

			“Until then,” Orrintar broke in, “you will watch the uxen and the cloth beasts in the fields. This is not shameful, for the herds have grown and we need more herders than we have. The liskash of the caves steal from the unguarded pens. Do this job well, Talwe, as you have done all others. Later you will be judged and all will obey.” 

			With those words, Talwe’s hope collapsed. 

			“The Dancer!” whispered the villagemrem, as Talwe strode past them. “The Dancer will be here!” They had seen her before, Talwe knew, but each time her visit had meant more than the last. 

			“The Dancer!” repeated Forun. “The Dancer is coming. Now we will be rid of this darkfur.”
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			ONLY TWICE HAD Mithmid been through the gates of the palace, and then he had been allowed only so far as the outer courtyard. Both times he had gone there with Draldren and his daughter Rennilan. Those times he had met so many nobles, all of them well dressed and smiling, that the whole experience seemed only a blur. He remembered following Draldren into the courtyard of a large building just inside the palace gates, where he and Rennilan had listened to poets sing of the great deeds of Arvanash while Draldren conducted business inside the building, but beyond that he didn’t remember a great deal. What he did recall were the torches and lanterns, set close together along the walls and reaching up to the top of the innumerable towers, washing the courtyard in a dancing sea of light. On the palace grounds, Mithmid had come to realize, night came late.

			It was late now, but it still wasn’t night. The palace was bustling with activity. Mithmid and Berrilund walked quickly across the outer courtyard and up the ramp toward the inner gates. Much smaller than the palace gates themselves, and minute compared to the immense, ornate gates of the city proper, the inner gates were impressive nonetheless, especially in the torchlight. Flanking them were two columns, each decorated with several etchings of animals. Goats lined the bottom of the columns, cloth beasts and bundor were visible further up. At the top, of course, were the traditional cats, so similar to the mrem that many kept them for amusement. Above the gate, as if on guard, was the huge visage of a long-fanged glacier cat in mid-snarl, its ferocity as intimidating as it was primitively drawn. Mithmid knew immediately that this was the image of Bralittar, the God of the City, the god perhaps of all the world. In reverence he bowed his head, and when he looked up Berrilund was smiling at him. 

			“That’s not necessary, you know,” the elderly noble assured. 

			“I know,” Mithmid replied. “I just felt like it.” He paused, then added, “It’s a little imposing.” 

			“It’s meant to be. But we haven’t time to talk about it now, my young friend. Later, perhaps. I can tell you stories of Bralittar that will curl your fur.” 

			“I’d like that,” Mithmid admitted. “A promise?” 

			Berrilund smiled again. “A promise.” With that, he put his hand on Mithmid’s back and guided him through the gate. 

			When he stepped through the gate, Mithmid blinked as much from surprise as from the brightness. Here was the inner courtyard, where only nobles, royalty, and special messengers were allowed, but it wasn’t that knowledge, or the wide variety of mrem that wandered here, that now awed the young mrem. Rather, it was the supreme decorativeness of the mrem-wide columns that stood every few strides along the walls of the courtyard, and midway between each pair of columns a door led through the wall to some kind of chamber. On these columns were painted scenes of battle, hunts, passion, a coronation—everything, in fact, that was part of the royal life. And the ground here was not ground at all, but was covered in brick, and not the mudbrick of the houses outside but rather the colored baked bricks that only the rich could even dream about. It was so clean that Mithmid wanted to lie down on it and roll from side to side. 

			Then Mithmid’s eyes lighted on the most impressive sight of all. A pair of columns, taller and thicker than any of the others, flanked a tapestry that hung from the top of the wall down to the brick floor. The columns were pure white, and the tapestry was covered with multicolored dancers against a background of rich, deep green. These dancers were reenacting an ancient scene, posed as they were in the manner of tribesmrem and warriors with ancient stone knives and tiny skin shields. A smaller group of dancers held a walled tower high above their heads, while atop the wall Bralittar the god arched his back in defiance, enormous claws extended to the full. The detail was exquisite, adding to the realism of the imagery. 

			“The siege of ancient Ar,” Berrilund explained, anticipating Mithmid’s questions. “One of the most famous tapestries in the world. Very fine, isn’t it?” 

			“That hardly does it justice,” Mithmid mumbled. “That tapestry is the most—well, the most—” 

			“The most what?” asked Berrilund, a smile on his face. 

			“Well, you know, the most—, the most—, I can’t really describe it, but it’s—” 

			The older mrem laughed softly. “Exactly. That’s why I called it ‘very fine.’ It’s about as well as I can do. A better word would be ‘indescribable.’” 

			Mithmid only nodded. 

			Berrilund pulled a braided gold chain that hung on the right pillar, and Mithmid heard a soft gong in the distance. In a short time the tapestry parted in the middle and an elderly mrem appeared. He wore no belts, but had on a deep blue flowing robe embroidered in gold thread with the image of the arching Bralittar similar to that on the tapestry. There were two mrem behind him armed with drawn swords. The torchlight glittered off their jeweled handles. 

			Nodding, Berrilund said, “Hello, Oormet. I would like to see King Andelemarian.” 

			“Who is your friend?” the old voice quavered. 

			“He is Mithmid, and he works with me. He is here under my care, and I will answer to the king for all his actions.” Mithmid realized that Berrilund’s answer was as much ritual as fact. 

			“Then wait here,” answered Oormet. “I will tell the king of your wishes.” He disappeared behind the tapestry, but the guards stayed where they were. 

			Again Berrilund explained. “Court protocol, of course. I’m well enough known here that the king will see me, and Oormet knows that. But all courts have a similar ritual. If you wanted to trace it, you’d have to go back—” 

			He was interrupted by Oormet’s reappearance. 

			“The king will see you both. Immediately.” The old mrem’s words were close to a command. This, too, Berrilund seemed to expect. He stepped through the tapestry, and Mithmid followed. 

			They walked down a short hallway, the walls here painted with scene after scene of Ar-lore. Some of the scenes Mithmid recognized, or thought he did, but for the most part they were even more puzzling than the depictions on the columns and the tapestries outside. In all too short a time they left the scenes and stepped through an open doorway into a long, rectangular room. Inside several mrem stood talking to one another, drinking every few seconds from ornate cups. On the far wall a raised dais supported a huge throne of pure white marble, and above the throne a bejeweled statue of a white Bralittar looked sternly and hungrily out over the entire room. The dais itself was covered with depictions of war, the forces of Ar in every case victorious beyond doubt, and the bottom third of the chamber’s walls were crowded with prisoners of Ar’s former wars. To a noble from another city, Mithmid understood, the scenes would be sobering. 

			“Wait here,” ordered Berrilund. He walked quickly away from Mithmid across the room, then returned a few moments later. He handed the younger mrem a cup that had been made with dazzling artistry, and Mithmid held it as tightly as he could without breaking it. All he could think of was dropping it and watching it shatter all over the gleaming floor. 

			For a short while, Berrilund stood beside him and talked to other nobles who approached him, introducing Mithmid as the occasion demanded. Then the king stepped onto the dais and announced that he was shortly to retire. Oormet, at the foot of the dais, spoke for the king, thanking his guests for their irreplaceable company. With that, the elegantly attired mrem began to leave, and Mithmid turned with them. 

			Berrilund grabbed his arm. 

			“Hold on,” he whispered to the younger mrem. “We’re not going yet.” 

			Finally, only the king, Berrilund, and Mithmid remained. Berrilund introduced Mithmid to the king, and Mithmid performed a reasonably competent bow. When he looked up, the king was staring into his eyes. 

			The king of Ar, Mithmid saw, had fur of pure white, and eyes of the deep green of spring. He was beautiful, even in the approach of old age, and his eyes were filled with more wisdom than Mithmid had ever seen before. The bards had sung of the king’s adventures when a prince. They now sang of the justice of his reign, but like all tales, Mithmid had thought them exaggerated, tampered with, dressed up to suit the needs of the teller. But now he saw that the poets might well have been accurate: the king of Ar was a mrem who had seen a long life filled with exploits of greatness. 

			Still, the king was old. His whiskers sagged and were spotted with gray. One otherwise alert-looking eye was red and rheumy. 

			“Tell me, Berrilund,” the king questioned the secret police leader. “What is so urgent that the H’satie attend my court?” 

			Berrilund hesitated for a moment, as if weighing his words. “Mithmid has discovered something you will find extremely interesting.” 

			Interesting? thought Mithmid. The death of his daughter is merely interesting! For a moment he feared for his comrade, feared that the king would find disrespect in Berrilund’s attitude and punish him for it. 

			“And what is that, young Mithmid?” Mithmid was shocked at the sound of his name. 

			“Excuse me, Your Highness?” stammered the young mrem. 

			The king merely stared at him. “If you have discovered something of interest to me, I would hear it from you. Berrilund could give me but a second-hand account, and I wish to hear it from the source.” 

			Mithmid saw Berrilund about to protest, but the older mrem’s look of surprise turned quickly to a gentle smile. Mithmid felt like trying to drill his head through the smooth, hard floor bricks in an attempt to hide. 

			“But please hurry, my young mrem,” the king resumed. “I am busy, and I am tired.” 

			And so it came to this. Mithmid, an unknown in the city of Ar, was about to tell his king of the death of Sruss. Suddenly he wished he had never met Berrilund, had never employed Jremm, had never known Draldren, had never even been born. But the king had commanded, and he must obey. 

			“The news, Your Highness, I fear you will not like.” And he told the king of Jremm, and of the meeting of Draldren and Reswen outside the doors of Arbunda’s Rest, and of the conversation about Sruss’s death. When he said this he looked to the ground, but when he looked again at the king he had not even flinched. My god, thought Mithmid, can even a king be this cold? 

			“It went well,” announced the king at last. And then he laughed. Berrilund laughed with him, and Mithmid held his breath. Were they ruled by a madman, or one who had had his daughter killed? 

			“What interests me most about your story,” the king continued, “was the part about Draldren. I must admit, I had never even suspected him of being involved. But I must inform you—with all confidence that you’ll never speak of it, Mithmid—that my daughter is not truly dead.” 

			Mithmid gasped. 

			“Reswen is not an assassin, my young friend,” Berrilund explained. “He is rough, and he is fearsome, but he is trusted in this court, if only by a few. Fortunately, the king is one of those few, and Reswen has repaid his trust many times over. I can’t explain it all to you, but Sruss’s ‘death’ has to do with a suspected usurpation attempt by—” He stopped and looked at the king. 

			“It does not matter whom,” the king cut in. “It matters only that Mithmid has found this out. The assassination was faked, and my daughter is by now far from here, as safe as she can be in these times. But I must caution you, Berrilund and Mithmid both, that none of this must ever be spoken of again. As far as you both know, the princess is indeed dead. Officially, I will mourn, and you must as well. And I caution you too that Draldren is to be watched closely. Assign your Jremm to him, Mithmid, for as long as this thing lasts. 

			“And now, my friends, I have much to do. And I am tired.” He walked to his throne and tapped on a silver gong, and Oormet came and led the two mrem away. 

			Having seen the two H’satie to the gate, the aging chancellor didn’t return to the inner palace. As he strolled back it suddenly struck him that he was hungry. In fact, ravenous with hunger. The councilor turned aside and hurried toward the palace kitchen. He had a friend there, a fat cook, who would fry him some fish. As he entered the smoky room, Oormet recalled he had been snacking a lot lately. Then the scent of the fish his friend was already frying reinforced his newfound appetite.
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			“THE KING WANTS an heir,” Berrilund explained, once past the outer gates of the palace. “He is afraid of dying before he has one.” 

			Mithmid nodded, but he was still puzzled. 

			“That is why Gerianan wants Sruss dead.” 

			Gerianan! The king’s brother! Mithmid had heard tales of some shady dealings, which the king had publicly defended and privately denounced, but Mithmid had never suspected Gerianan of anything as base as.... 

			“The king will not marry again, and even if he did, there is no guarantee of an heir. He is old, Mithmid, even though he does not often show it. But I have seen him when he relaxes his guard, and even when he has slept. His hands shake, and his flesh quivers. He will not be with us much longer.” 

			Mithmid knew this, although he didn’t want to admit it. Andelemarian was already being called “The Great,” in the tradition of four kings of Ar before him, and throughout the last two decades of his reign Ar had known no hardship. No war, no drought, no pestilence. All Ar-mrem, even the most skeptical, knew by now that Bralittar smiled upon their king. And they all feared the change they knew must shortly come. 

			“But why,” Mithmid asked, “does the death of Sruss matter so much? And especially to Gerianan?” It was well known in Ar that Sruss’s uncle had doted on her when she was a child, that she would follow him wherever he went (whenever she could), that the two of them could often be seen walking hand in hand in the fields outside the city, followed by their guards at a distance. Gerianan would be pointing to the sky and to the grain and to the merchants, and bending down to whisper things in the child’s ear. For him to conspire in her death seemed impossible. 

			“Think, Mithmid!” Berrilund as much as shouted. “How is succession determined?” 

			“Through the mother...” He paused. “Of course.” The king’s heir was always the eldest son of his wife, unless the wife had no eldest sons. In that case, the heir was the eldest son of her eldest daughter. Andelemarian’s first wife had produced three sets of male twins, but all had died, three at birth, two in childhood, one in a duel with another noble over some unimportant, silly possession claim. The king had remarried ten years later (as was the custom), and his new wife had brought with her the infant Sruss. 

			No other children came. Then the queen had died of a fever. Sruss, as the king’s wife’s eldest daughter, was now responsible for the royal succession. If she produced a son, he would be heir to the throne. If she produced only daughters, the eldest would in turn be responsible for giving Ar an heir. Of course, Andelemarian would be dead by that time, and a regent would be appointed. By tradition, that regent would be Sruss herself, because females could be regent even if they could not be king. But if no daughters or sons survived, if the king’s entire bloodline were gone, then the kingship would fall to the nearest male relative. Andelemarian’s nearest male relative was his brother, Gerianan. The only brother he had. 

			Mithmid remembered learning all this in school, and he had often been boggled by it. What he wondered now, as he had during many private moments of thinking, was what might have happened if the king’s earlier sons hadn’t died. By tradition, they would no longer be heirs once the king remarried, because they weren’t the new wife’s sons, but he couldn’t imagine this happening. As far as he knew, it hadn’t yet in the entire history of Ar. 

			Besides all this, Sruss was almost certainly the king’s natural daughter. He and his queen had often been seen in one another’s company during the year before they married. And Sruss’s fur was white like Andelemarian’s. 

			By getting rid of Sruss before she could produce a child, Gerianan would assume the throne as soon as Andelemarian died. And if he wasn’t afraid to get rid of Sruss, the favorite of all of Ar, he would certainly find a way to get rid of the king. Andelemarian, after all, was already close to his grave. 

			“Where is Sruss now?” Mithmid asked. 

			“Reswen has hidden her somewhere,” the older mrem replied softly. “I don’t know where, and I’m not sure even the king does. He wanted to make sure Gerianan couldn’t torture the information out of anybody. Perhaps not even out of himself.” Berrilund sighed, then resumed, his voice weary and drawn. “In any case, she is safe. Reswen will make sure of that. You can’t always go by appearances. He is, despite all you may have heard, a very, very trustworthy mrem.” 
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			“Down there.” There was authority in the voice. 

			The mrem spun to see it belonged to Arklier, their prince. The noble pointed, his bright green cape draping itself over his right arm. The wind pressed his heavy, tartan kilt against his heavy breeches. Beside him, Bodder crouched and followed the arm to its target. He too wore a kilt made of the same tartan fabric. Far below, through the early morning mist that still hugged the sides of the mountain, a small procession of mrem, wagons, and uxen made its way through the pass. 

			Bodder shook his head. For the past hour he had been on guard while the others slept, but search though he might he had seen nothing. Arklier had only to walk over to him, look once, and point out the caravan. Three years he had been absent from the clan, but the ClanSon had lost none of his natural instincts. Next to the ClanMrem himself, Arklier was still the best warrior, raider, and leader of them all. 

			Better by far, thought Bodder, then Crethok. Seven times during those three years Arklier’s brother had led Bodder on a raid, and twice into battle. All seven adventures had been victories, but Crethok’s successes had always exacted a high price. Too often the price had been the lives of those mrem who had followed him. Some had been Bodder’s most trusted companions. He would not forgive. 

			“We will go north as quickly and as quietly as we can. The pass narrows there, and we can reach it before they do. When they come, we trap them.” Arklier smiled at his own words. 

			Bodder hurried to the other clansmrem. Immediately they readied themselves, pulling on their waist-length tartan tunics, their wool pants, boots of soft leather, and their dark green woolen capes. They drank in the cold morning air, then splashed clear water from a nearby stream over weary faces. It dripped from their whiskers. The night had been short, and it had been cold. Sleep had not come easily. 

			But in moments they were ready, each mrem armed with a greatsword and javelins or a spear. Few of the villagers carried bows, disdaining them as cowards’ weapons in a hunt. The bow was a weapon of war; only another mrem or the dreaded liskash were suitable targets. In war, archers were highly valued, but in a hunt they carried spears and were the last to strike. 

			Arklier gave the command to move, and the thirty-three clansmrem followed their leader along a narrow ledge toward the narrows in the north. Effortlessly they picked their way among the rocks and small shrubs that cluttered the narrow, rarely used path, avoiding almost by instinct the loose stones that could so easily throw them over the side. These were mrem of the mountains, and they needed no help in negotiating the rocks they had been raised among. It was the plains they hated, the vast seas of formless grasses crowded with lowlanders. To them the plain was hell, and those who lived on it were fools. 

			Some of those fools were about to learn that mountains do not have shortcuts. 
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			“How much longer, Reswen?” asked the small mrem who leaned against the lead wagon. ‘This place makes me nervous.” 

			Reswen answered without raising his head off the ground. “By midday we should be through,” he said. “So get used to your nervousness. It won’t get any better when the pass narrows.” 

			“Why don’t we just get on, hurry things a bit?” 

			Reswen raised himself onto his left elbow. “Because we all need a rest. We’ve been going since well before dawn, at your command. Now we’ll rest, at mine.” Angry, he sank back down. 

			The merchant stood up straight. “Now, look, Reswen,” he snapped. “This is my caravan, and you are under my orders. Is that clear?” 

			Reswen did not reply. The merchant unwisely decided to press the issue. “I said, ‘Is that clear?’” 

			No response. 

			“Answer me, damn it! I am paying you well, and I have no intention of putting up with your insolence.” 

			Raising himself onto both elbows, Reswen looked at Wornlen and smiled. “Fine,” he spoke slowly. “Get through on your own.” 

			Wornlen melted. Then he shook his head. 

			“I can’t,” he muttered, “and you know that damn well. But I’m paying you to lead my guard, not to make things harder than they already are. Please keep that in mind.” 

			Reswen lowered himself again. He knew he hadn’t heard the last of this. The situation was forcing Wornlen to be much more tolerant than usual, but payday hadn’t arrived yet. Reswen knew that collecting might be difficult. 

			Partly because of this, and partly because Wornlen was right, Reswen rose shortly and ordered the guard back into position. Before too long the caravan was ready to move, and Reswen touched the face of the lead uxan with his sword. The animal started his slow march, the fourteen remaining uxen pulling the seven large wagons into a creaking formation. Wornlen, according to custom, rode atop the first wagon with his two young helpers. Reswen walked on the left side of the lead uxan and watched for traps. Fralter, whom he had named his second, walked to that uxan’s right. The remaining guards, two to each wagon, walked beside their respective uxen. 

			Five of the wagons were filled with the winter season’s first shipment of wool and smallcloth (as it was called in Ar) from the fields of the south. Its destination was ultimately Surisa, the old city between the mountains and the Small Desert, but more immediately it would reach Ora, the town near Surisa renowned for its milliners and seamsters. From Ora, it was said, came the tradition of ornamental embroidery that graced the clothing of even the kings of Ar and Eiritu, and the brilliance of the decorative headdresses of the royal family of Ballibon to the north. 

			On the other two wagons were varied goods. One was entirely filled with potters’ ware, the bowls, cups, pots, huge water jars, and even (or so Wornlen hinted) a couple of clay coffins. A fifth wagon was packed with rope like fibers and thick reeds, eventually to be woven by the basketers into baskets of all types, sails for boats, and, of course, matting. Reswen knew that the cloth was the most valuable of all Wornlen’s wares, at least at this time of the year, but that the pottery would command excellent prices in such an artistic city as Surisa. The fibers and reeds were staples of every caravan, the means to a certain, predictable income. 

			The autumn sun rose into the sky on the right as they walked. It warmed the mrem considerably, drying out their fur after the cold dampness of a night spent against the mountainside. But Reswen’s head wouldn’t clear. He shook it several times, then clasped it between his hands and squeezed, and finally doused it in the water from a tiny stream that trickled over the rocks as they approached the narrows. Do as he might, though, the heaviness remained. 

			On the left cliff face he saw a cave. The entrance was tall and wide, wide enough to fit a wagon through. I’ll remember that, he said to himself, even though, like most mrem, he had no use whatever for caves of any kind. More often than not, or so he had been brought up to believe, caves housed reptiles. The mere thought of their race’s ancient enemy made him shudder. 

			But suddenly Fralter shouted a halt. Reswen snapped his head to the right, glaring at him. Fralter walked around the lead uxan toward Reswen and pointed into the narrows straight ahead. 

			“I saw something,” he reported to his leader. “Something that gleamed in the sun.” 

			Reswen nodded. “We’ll go on,” he replied, “but much more cautiously.” 

			By this time Wornlen had joined them, and he snorted in disgust. 

			“How much more cautiously can we move?” he grumbled. “We’ve taken so long now I’ll only beat the others to Ora by a day or so.” 

			“Wornlen,” Reswen began, “if we get killed in an ambush, you’re not going to make it to Ora at all. Even if they let you live, you’ll get to Ora with nothing in your wagons. And that’s assuming they leave you the wagons in the first place.” He paused, then looked the merchant in the eye. “So why don’t you go back to your wagon, crawl in under some cloth, and keep your mouth shut. I may be only your guard, but I’d like to stay alive.” 

			Shocked by Reswen’s impudence, Wornlen stood for a few moments with his eyes wide open. But then, saying nothing at all, he returned to his wagon. Fralter looked at Reswen and smiled. 

			“About time you took charge here,” he answered softly. 

			“That mrem,” Reswen whispered, “is the worst pest I’ve ever worked for. Once we get to Ora....” 

			A noise in the pass stopped him. Quickly he looked, just in time to see a rock fall down the mountainside to the ground below. Glancing up, he saw a figure slip out of sight behind a huge boulder. Reswen led the lead uxan in a circle back toward the cave he had seen. 

			When he reached it, the caravan was being pursued by bandits. He ordered two of the guards out toward them, to delay them from catching up to the caravan as long as possible without getting killed. Fralter guided the wagons through the cave entrance. Once inside Reswen ordered the guards to block the cave entrance with the bales of cloth and the bundles of reeds, making sure they kept open small slits through which to shoot arrows. Just as they finished, the two delaying guards reappeared, announcing to Reswen that they were facing thirty or more clansmrem from the highlands armed with swords, spears, and even some with axes. 

			“What color are their capes?” Reswen demanded. 

			“Green,” came the reply. “Dark green, except for one. That one’s much brighter. They all wear Peorlias’s tartan.” 

			Reswen nodded. “This isn’t going to be easy. We’re facing the fiercest of all the highland clans. If Crethok is with them, we may not get out of here. He’ll show no mercy.” Then he looked around. “But they’re going to take losses as soon as they approach. Ready your bows.” 

			He needn’t have spoken. Fralter had already organized the guardsmrem, one at each of the three arrow slits in the cave entrance, with three more mrem waiting behind them to take their places when they tired or ran out of arrows. The idea would be to fire as quickly as possible, to convince the highlanders they were facing far more defenders than they were. Fralter had watched Reswen bluff his way out of a similar predicament, and he was convinced it could work now. 

			Reswen wasn’t so sure. 

			The highlanders attacked at once. Toward the makeshift cave door they scurried, their green capes flying behind them as they ran. In a column of four they approached, knowing full well that the front four, if the defenders had arrows, would almost surely die. To either side of the columns were stationed three archers, waiting for the entrance to open to their arrows. Their leader stood at the rear, expressionless, watching his loyal mrem charge, while his leadmrem shouted orders behind him, marshaling the remaining raiders into another wave of columns. 

			Inside the cave Reswen waited, nothing but patience showing on his face. A bowmrem knelt before each slit, arrow notched at the ready, waiting for their leader to issue his command. Reswen saw the fingers of the center bowmrem twitch, and he watched as well as the eyes of the left archer opened wide. When a yell of battle pierced through the door, the leader of the guardsmrem took a step toward the back of the cave. 

			“Wait until I give the order,” he commanded, his voice as steady as his hands. “Shoot three times, then roll away.” Then, to the bowmrem now lined up behind them, “When they roll, you kneel and shoot. Be ready, because we’ll have no time to spare.” 

			Another yell, and then another. And then there came a scream whose echo reverberated from side to side around the recesses of the cave, and Reswen gave his order at last. 

			Nine arrows flashed through the slits. Soft thuds told of those shot in return. The front bowmrem rolled, and three more took their place. Nine arrows more flew out into the cold air, and again the archers changed places. A highlander arrow bounced through one slit and struck the mrem firing there. But its momentum had been spent glancing off the cloth and he pulled it from his bunda-hide jacket laughing. Another nine, and then another, and Reswen closed his eyes. If he had guessed wrong, the door should come crashing down now. 

			“They’ve stopped!” shouted the center bowmrem. “They’re pulling back.” He leapt to his feet, but Reswen motioned him back down. 

			“They are highlanders,” he intoned. “Highlanders from the clan of Peorlias. Their leader may be Crethok, or it may be another. Whoever it is, these mrem will return.” He paused, then muttered, “I have fought them before.” 

			Suddenly the cave was filled with foul air. Reswen whirled to the rear, and turned again to the door. The bowmrem fidgeted, and from one a weak moan escaped. Reswen stepped forward and stood in their midst. 

			“Keep your bows ready,” he commanded, his voice now hushed. “Do not move, not until I command it.” Almost as an afterthought, he added, “That is an absolute order.” 

			Then he grabbed the merchant’s arm. “Wornlen,” he whispered, “I want you to ask for a truce.” The merchant frowned and started to speak. Quickly Reswen clamped a huge right hand over the other mrem’s mouth. 

			“Say nothing out loud, my friend,” he warned. “You may well be afraid to leave this cave, but you will shortly be far more afraid to stay inside it. Don’t you notice that smell?” 

			The merchant nodded, Reswen’s hand moving up and down over his mouth. 

			“Do you know what it is?” The guardsmrem’s eyes shone in the dim light. The merchant’s head shook tensely. 

			Reswen’s voice was both mocking and stern. “That, my fat friend, is a liskash. We have entered the cave of a reptile.” The last word was less a word than a hiss. He pointed out a large gouge in the floor. If it was a partial track, the liskash was gigantic. 

			Some of the guardsmrem visibly trembled. Others caught their breaths and closed their eyes. The archers in front let their bows grow slack, their arrows all but falling from their fingers. 

			Reswen released Wornlen. The merchant was sweating, his own smell mixing with the stronger reek of the unseen liskash. Backing toward the entrance, he stared back into the cave. 

			“A liskash,” he whispered hoarsely. “They don’t exist. We’ve always been told that we slew them all.” 

			Reswen smirked. “Of course you’ve been told that, you fool. Do you think any mrem from a city would ever admit such a thing? Ask these highlanders, though, or some of the tribesmrem from a village far from any city, and they will tell you the truth. They will give you stories that will make your fat little tummy throw its food all over your soft, flabby arms.” 

			The merchant backed further, his fur bristling, and Reswen continued his assault. “They will tell you of liskash that could burn you to death, of larger liskash that could snake out their accursed forked tongues and draw you into their slimy, reeking mouths. One gulp and you are no more. And they can tell you of liskash that want only your precious, priceless fur, liskash who will pull it from you, piece by piece, and eat it while you watch. And they will tell you, too, that you can never get away once a liskash has a taste for you.” 

			By now his voice had risen, and the merchant dropped to his knees. Reswen ignored the moans from his guardsmrem and grasped Wornlen’s shoulders. Pulling him to his feet, he looked into his eyes and commanded, “Now go out of this cave and make some kind of deal. For once in your life, do something useful with your god-given talents.” 

			Fralter opened a hole in the door, and Wornlen the merchant crawled pathetically through it. 

			Reswen did not smile. 

			Arklier saw the fat little mrem tumble outside. He saw, too, one of his archers raise his bow and draw back the string. 

			“Wait!” he cried. “This one cannot harm us.” Hesitantly, the bowmrem lowered his weapon. 

			The ClanSon stepped toward the intruder. At his side, Bodder grasped his arm. “Wait,” the lesser mrem said. “It might be a trap.” 

			“It might,” Arklier replied. “Or it might be other things. I’ll take my chances.” 

			He was hoping for a truce. Eight of his warriors had fallen to the enemy’s arrows in the first charge, and he did not wish for any more blood. Three lay moaning too close to the entrance to retrieve and too badly hurt to crawl to safety. Whoever were behind that door of cloth and reeds, they were well-skilled in archery. He did not know if he could penetrate their defenses, and even if he could, his losses would be unacceptable. 

			Again Bodder stopped him. “Look at him,” he commented to the ClanSon. “He is fat, and he is frightened. What better bait for a trap?” 

			Arklier whispered, “I don’t think so. Bait would be much less obvious. If an armed warrior stood there, then I would think of bait. This mrem, I think, is nothing but a sloppy merchant.” Gently easing himself from the other mrem’s hold, he strode to face the mrem who now knelt on the ground. 

			Reswen watched from within. He had to hiss the word “liskash” at one bowmrem who looked ready to fire at the approaching highland mrem. After that the mrem could barely hold his bow, much less fire it. The merchant’s hands also shook as he held them to the sky, while his tail twitched nervously. “I wish to offer peace,” the fat mrem pleaded when the leader of the highlanders stood before him. “I wish for no more bloodshed.” 

			Arklier looked puzzled. “Why would you ask for no more bloodshed,” he asked, “if it was the blood of my warriors that was being shed?” 

			Despite himself, Reswen smiled. The green-caped mrem’s answer was the expected one, but Crethok would never have thought of it. He was beginning to like this highlander, and he was also beginning to fear him. Crethok was fiercer, but he was also far less smart. 

			“We are not many,” the merchant pleaded. (Idiot! Reswen thought to himself.) “And my caravan is in haste.” (Better. At least it doesn’t give anything away.) And now the merchant began to jabber. “You see, my lord (Arklier’s eyebrows raised at the title), I have to get to Ora before my competitors do, or else I have no advantage over them. We all have the same goods, so the first one there gets the best prices. Once the other caravans come in, there’s too much to offer for the price to stay high, and when the prices drop we all lose. And so I came through the mountains to arrive first, even though I knew this pass might be dangerous.” 

			Good, thought Reswen. The merchant was much more convincing when he dropped the pose of intelligence. 

			“And of course,” Wornlen continued, “I knew that the warriors we would face in the pass would be the greatest warriors of all, although I must admit I didn’t expect them to be your warriors, my lord. Had I known, I would never have come this way, because the stories of your ferocity are told to all the children in all the cities.” 

			Spare us, Reswen spat. 

			“No more,” Arklier boomed, a smile creeping across his face. “Had I known of your speechmaking, I would have let my archers kill you.” He paused, then spoke again. “You said you wanted peace. How badly do you want it?” 

			“I do not understand, my lord,” the merchant blurted. 

			“You understand well enough.” Arklier looked sternly at the little mrem, who cowered under the glance. “If you want peace, you must pay. What do you offer?” 

			The mrem at his back gasped. “What is he doing?” he heard one of them say, and he turned and silenced them all with a stern, unyielding stare. When he turned his head back to the merchant, Wornlen was on his feet. 

			“If you give me but a short while, my lord,” he began, “I will calculate a compromise. Perhaps then—” 

			“I have seen the compromises of merchants,” Arklier shot back. “If I let you do this, I will leave here with nothing but my cape, and I will feel that I’ve won a victory. Back to your knees, thief.” He raised his hand, claws extended, and the merchant trembled and knelt twitching as if he was about to expose his neck. 

			“Since you come to me for peace,” the ClanSon continued, “I will say what will be done.” A pause, then, “Think about this, merchant, and take it back to your guards. I will take from you one part of every three from all of your wagons, and then I will take you through the pass.” He stopped and stared at Wornlen. “If you do not agree, I will take it all and kill you now. Now go, and decide. And tell your guards that if one arrow is fired, no matter how far it flies, my clansmrem and I will fall upon your flimsy gate of straw and then tear their flesh from their bodies.” 

			Back toward the cave Wornlen slunk, withering under the ClanSon’s fearsome stare. Within seconds he disappeared inside, and Arklier turned toward his mrem. His shoulders thrust back, his eyes and mouth defiant and filled with challenge, he walked quickly toward them. Bodder moved aside, watching as the ClanSon stopped and prepared his address. He could feel the tension in the warriors’ stares, and he knew that his leader’s task was far from easy. 

			“I know your thoughts,” Arklier began. “I know that you are wondering at my cowardice, angered at the deal I have suggested.” He looked from side to side, his eyes resting on each mrem in succession. “But I will say only this. I am the ClanSon, and unless the ClanMrem is present I speak for all the clan. All of you now wish to speak, but I will have none of it.” 

			And he drew out his sword, and raised it until the engraved tip touched his left shoulder, in the ancient gesture of defense to the death. “If any choose a dispute, I will argue with my sword. You will accept what I say, or you will face me in a death-duel. Choose now, because soon the cave door will open.” 

			He had grown tall, Bodder realized, taller than any mrem he had ever seen. His bright cape cascaded behind him in waves in the wind, and the studded leather that protected his neck and chest shimmered in the sunlight that peered over the mountainside. Instinctively he knew that no clansmrem would dare defy their leader, not because he was the ClanSon but rather because all knew they could not defeat him. He had called for the death-duel, and his part would never be death. 

			But suddenly the ClanSon whirled, and Bodder turned with him. Slowly the piles of cloth and the tangle of reeds dismantled themselves from the front of the cave, and when the barricade was gone the mrem of the caravan issued forth. Their bows were strung, but the archers held no arrows. One mrem led them, and he approached the ClanSon with his sword sheathed at his side. 

			“I speak for the merchant Wornlen,” Reswen announced. “He willingly accepts your offer.” 

			Arklier did not change expression. Instead he approached the leader of the guardsmrem, striding toward him until he stood within reach. He did not answer the other mrem’s words. 

			“Before I respond,” he began, “I want to know who you are.” 

			Reswen looked him deep in the eye. “My name is Reswen, and I come from the city of Ar. I am paid to lead the guard of this caravan, and I organized the defense of the cave. And now,” his voice softened slightly, “may I ask the same of you?” 

			A brief smile touched the caped mrem’s mouth. “You may, Reswen of Ar. My name is Arklier, and I am the ClanSon of Peorlias, son of him who is called the Fearless. Of all the ClanMrem who lead the clans of the highlands, I trust you have heard of him.” 

			“I have,” came Reswen’s half-whispered reply. “No fighter in Ar has not.” He paused, then shook his head slowly. “So you are Arklier. We have not met before, ClanSon, and gods know if we will ever meet again. I am glad we have had this moment.” And with those words Reswen extended his hand, claws retracted. 

			Arklier’s smile reappeared. “You speak well, Ar-mrem. I do not know you, but I admire one who knows the power of words. But my mrem grow impatient, and would have their reward.” 

			Reswen nodded and turned. “Give them their third, Wornlen,” he ordered the still-shaking merchant. “Fralter, keep him honest.” And then he turned back to face the ClanSon. “Will you guide us through the pass?” he asked. 

			“No,” Arklier quickly replied. “There is no need. I will only ensure that the pass is kept clear. Once you are through it, I can guarantee nothing.” 

			Reswen’s nod caught Wornlen’s attention. “You can’t agree to that!” the fat mrem shouted, his sweating face a brilliant red. “I’m not going to give up a third of my goods for no guarantees of safe passage.” He folded his arms and stood with squat legs apart, the traditional gesture of defiance. 

			The leader of the guardsmrem shrugged. “Fine,” he consented indifferently. “So die instead.” And he moved aside to let the merchant face the ClanSon. 

			Wornlen’s eyes opened wide. “Wait!” he stammered. “Reswen, you’re supposed to guard me.” His voice shook in a combination of rage and fright. “That’s what I’m paying you for, you useless idiot!” He glared at Reswen, but the other mrem only smiled. 

			A smirk widened on Arklier’s face. “You refuse to pay?” he asked quietly. 

			The merchant looked to the ground. For several moments he said nothing. Then, at last, his voice weak and high, he answered the challenge. “I will pay,” was all he said. 
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			“Crethok wouldn’t have done it,” a short, muscular clansmrem grumbled. “He wouldn’t’ve settled for one part in three. He would’ve kept fighting until he got it all.” 

			High above the pass, the clansmrem watched the caravan disappear through the mountains. They had taken their goods and returned to the mountainside, but the complaining among them had begun immediately. Most was in whispers, but some had the courage to speak aloud. 

			“Maybe,” an older mrem said. “But Crethok isn’t here, and Arklier doesn’t like comparisons.” He returned the other’s stare of hate. “I advise you to remember that.” 

			Another mrem lay on his back, his left arm wound in brown cloth, limp at his side. “We lost ten mrem,” he reported sadly, “and one was my brother. They had sixteen, we had thirty-three, and already eight were dead or wounded. How long do you think we would have survived?” 

			The muscular mrem stood up. “We were almost there!” he hissed. “One more charge, and we could have—” 

			“Died,” another voice interrupted. The clansmrem looked into the face of Bodder. “Many could have died. Very easily. They were led by a warrior, did you not see him?” 

			“Arklier has grown soft!” the other said, his voice now shaking with anger. “He has been away for three years. How can he suddenly lead again?” 

			“He can,” Bodder shot back, “and he has. We have cloth, and reeds, and pottery. He brought us what we came for. We could have lost everything.” He paused and stared the other down. “And he will lead again, as ClanMrem, when the time comes. You would do well to remember that, before you curse him again.” 

			Bodder walked away, and the clansmrem were silent. But in the eyes of the one whose fur still bristled with a fierce anger and burning hatred, the issue had yet to be settled. He would not rest, he decided to himself, until Crethok had the place of the First ClanSon. His claws extended and dug deeply into the cloth he had been assigned to carry. For the past three years, Arklier had been among the Dancers. Crethok had stayed to lead the clansmrem into raids and battles. The clan needed no Dancer’s pet as ClanMrem.
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			THE NIGHT WAS long, the morning even longer. Talwe sat on a rock in the field far from the village, watching the uxen happily tearing the grass from the ground. This was the fourth day of his banishment, his sixth if he counted the journey to the fields. With each passing hour he resented more strongly the decision of the elders to send him away. And mixed with that resentment, deeper and by far more intense, was a feeling of failure. 

			He thought of the villagemrem, who needed him in the Hunt; of Ondra, who had done his best to keep him from the dance-duel; of Torwen, who wanted so badly for Talwe to prove himself; and mostly of Arigain, who had pointed to him at the end of her dance. His body ached with desire for her, and the hunter had to stop himself from fantasizing how her soft fur would feel under his tongue. His thoughts turned from Arigain’s silky softness to the gentle warmth of his mother’s fur. More often as the long days passed, more than these others, he thought of his mother. 

			Long ago, he had promised to bring honor to her name. To show the strength of his family’s honor to those who taunted him as a half-breed. With each succeeding failure, no matter how small, that honor slipped further away. 

			A female uxan strayed too close to the edge of the forest, and the hunter hurried to chase it back to the safety of the herd. As it fled his waving arms the beast danced a strange, almost graceful, step. For no good reason it reminded him of Morian, who had been his hut mate for years, and the first time they had danced. This made him smile, though it made his solitude even harder to endure. 

			For a year they had been together. She had stayed with him at the Feast of the Harvest last year, when Talwe’s kill had been the first made. They danced all that night, holding together while the other mrem whirled around them, finally agreeing to be one for that night and later in the darkness agreeing to stay together beyond the sunrise. Such an agreement was unusual, Talwe knew, because the purpose of the Feast was to share and not to hoard, but he felt strangely happy when Morian accepted his wish. He knew, too, that the other females had mocked her through the last year, their derision directed as much at her staying with him alone as at the color of his fur. 

			The banished hunter remembered bitterly, then, the night of his judgment. After the elders had made their decision, he had slunk to his hut, unable to stand the superior or, worse yet, sympathetic glances of the others. Waiting for him inside, as always, was Morian, her face smiling above the tears in her eyes. Her body had been soft and warm in his desperate arms. Talwe knew of her recent sadness, knew that with Arigain’s dance she had known he would soon leave her, but he had never been able to speak to her of it. 

			He had lain there feeling alone and still needing her on that night more than ever. Talwe had tried to tell her then how he needed her. Such words could mean much, but somehow the night had held no place for his words. He could answer her tears only with his body. 

			He wondered, now, what she was doing. 

			Suddenly he shivered. Standing up, he turned around slowly and counted the herd. They were all there, all eighty-seven of them, and none of them had even moved from their spots. But the shivering meant danger, and he had never known it to be wrong. 

			The hunter stepped away from the rock and began to search the grass. His eyes could see nothing unusual, and his nose smelled only the drying grass and the beasts. Still he circled the herd, turning his head slowly from side to side, looking first at the ground and then at the trees, drawing his knife in case something should burst upon him. He shivered again, and he knew that something was wrong. 

			As quietly as possible he slipped into the trees, until he crouched among the songomores growing tall into the sky. He looked back once, to make sure the herd was settled, and then he let himself stray further inside. He knew the forest well, this wealth of trees that started in the plain and ended near the banks of the singing river. For the mrem of his village the forest was a thing of mystery. Due to the headwaters of the Mraal, these fields were the last to brown, but they were two days’ walk away. No one from the village knew what creatures lived deep within them, because none had ever ventured so far from their village. Nor had there ever been any need to do so. Their beasts would always shy back from beneath the trees before they had strayed too far, their bellowing making it easy to retrieve any stray that was lost. 

			For Talwe, now herder of the village beasts, a need suddenly existed. Though he couldn’t understand why. 

			Deeper he slunk, always careful to be silent, often warned by his shivers that danger was nearby. The hunter found what he wanted some time after midday. Tracks on the forest floor led close to the edge of the forest, close to the herd that Talwe had left behind. He followed them south for a short time, to see where they came from, but when they began to disappear deeper in the forest he turned to the north and followed where they led. They veered back toward the forest center, away from the plain, and when they faded from sight on a passage of rock Talwe tracked by smell alone. He knew he was far from the herd, but the sun was still high in the western sky and he knew he could return to his post before dark. Then, too, for the first time in six days he felt as if his life had a purpose.

			The scent of the tracks was strong now. It was a strange scent, neither the full scent of the villagemrem nor the animal smell of the herd. Even the forest smelled nothing like this, because the scent overpowered the smell of the wood. And yet it was not foul, like the smell of the Na-mrem of the tales, nor was it sweet, like the scent of the graincakes the females baked for the harvest. It was a scent Talwe liked, a scent that stirred strong in his mind. 

			It was the scent, he suddenly knew, of an unseen memory. He concentrated, but the memory would not come. It stayed formless and hovered just beyond recognition. 

			Again the warning came. So violent this time he could hardly retain his sword. Talwe stood and listened, but he heard only the wind in the trees. Stepping forward, he walked slowly past the trunks of three large resse grown together. The ground was disturbed here, and the hunter studied it as he walked. When he rounded the last trunk he raised his eyes from the ground. 

			What he saw only a few inches away and for a brief, fleeting moment, were the eyes of another mrem. Then he turned and raced back along the trail that wound through the forest, his heart thundering in his ears and his lungs gasping air as he ran. He did not stop until he was gasping, winded, and a pain had grown in his side. The eyes he had seen had been golden. 

			As were his own. 

			“Gold-eyes!” Forun had sung when they both had been young, pointing his finger and dancing around, teasing him. There is little a child can do when he is mocked by simply being told he was as he was. “Talwe has gold eyes!” And the children had mocked along with him, had pointed and sung and laughed as Talwe cringed, desperately stopping his tears. 

			Later, they stopped mocking. The taunts of day became the scratches of rivals and the jealous taunts thrown to those who showed an interest in him at mating dances. And always it was a color they hated, the gold of his eyes or the deeper brown of his fur. 

			And now, after all these years, another mrem had gold eyes, too. 

			Somehow, he wasn’t alone. 

			A branch cracked loudly behind him. He had been pursued. Once more the shiver alerted the mrem to danger.

			His breath had slowed and the pain had faded, so Talwe ran again, the wind singing and fallen branches cracking under his feet. For a time he raced back toward the herd, hoping to outdistance those chasing him. But he turned and darted among the trees when he saw more mrem on the edge of the clearing. These too chased him, their cries and whoops signaling to the others where Talwe was, signaling to Talwe how close they had come. Talwe realized he was alone, two days’ walk from the village. There was no way for him to escape but to run harder. 

			He did. Over a fallen songomore he vaulted, twisting this way and that in an effort to shake off his pursuers. Far into the forest, further he was sure than any villagemrem had gone before. He raced wildly and recklessly, his arms held in front of him in an attempt to shelter his whiskers from branches that slashed at him as he passed. Mostly he was successful, but at times a low branch staggered him. Then he would drag himself up and stumble forward until the dizziness passed. 

			His heart throbbed now, and his fangs were bared with fear and his claws flexed uncontrollably. Only a few moments before he had looked back, and the gold-eyed mrem were still on his trail. Faster, his mind kept insisting, and faster his legs tried to move. His claws dug into the soft earth beneath the trees as he ran. 

			“Inla, hear me,” he mouthed his silent prayer. “Take me from the gold-eyed mrem. Take me from this forest and back to my herd. They are mine to watch over, and the day is late. The clouds grow dark in the sky. The night will not be kind. Take me, Inla, take me from my danger.” 

			He looked behind him. The mrem had gone. He did not know if they had given up the chase or if they were hiding in the bushes, awaiting his return, but he knew he was no longer being chased. His sense of danger had faded until it was only a nagging twitch. Slowing to a walk, Talwe bent from the waist and tried to regain his breath. His tail had been torn by a sharp branch and throbbed painfully. He leaned against a tree as the world began to spin. The rough bark snagged at his fur, but he didn’t notice. Somehow, he held his vomit. 

			Those who pursued him had been in the forest, but not of the forest. If they had been he would never have escaped them. But there was nothing beyond this forest except for empty mountains and desert in one direction and the valley of Ar in the other. And there were no gold-eyed mrem in Ar. He was alone in the hostile forest being chased by mrem that couldn’t be. Were they Na-mrem or worse? The dark-colored mrem refused to think about what that meant to the mystery of his ancestry. 

			When he looked up, he knew he was lost. Deep into the forest he had come, his twisting path defeating both his pursuers and his own sense of direction. As Talwe recovered, darkness began to settle over the trees and the forest was lost in the shadows of the evening. The mrem looked hopelessly up to the sky. It was gray and starless. Even the clouds had conspired against him. They even prevented his determining in which direction the sun was setting. Frightened and utterly alone, he watched as the night enfolded the trees at his sides. Soon even the nearby leaves were merely dark spots in the moonless night. 

			For a time he walked blindly. Finally the smallest of the moons broke through and could be seen occasionally through the canopy of leaves overhead. The light from the moon was scarcely enough to give him any sight, and what it did give was only the sight of more trees. Dark and thick, and waving in the wind, they towered above him and looked down upon him. Where the moon told him the way to his herd, it also glistened off his fur. He felt naked and exposed, and he felt that the forest itself did not like him. The elders had taught him no propitiations for tree spirits. Talwe longed for grass under the wide, open sky, and he wondered how long the forest would let him live. He knew, as did all villagemrem, that the forest was unforgiving at night.

			Weak and exhausted, he shivered, not from a warning but in fear. Each strange sound became a new threat. His mind was too numb and his thoughts were too fogged by fatigue to determine which sound might warn of a true enemy. In the darkness every pool of blackness contained golden eyes, threatening and mocking him. The urge to continue, to drive himself forward, became all important. He could not move, but he had to return to the plains, to the herd he was supposed to be guarding. The fear of failing yet again drove the mrem forward when no other motive would. 

			And so Talwe cowered and dropped to his knees and crawled. Tree after tree passed by him, and still he felt no closer to the herd. His nose to the ground, he smelled the trail for his own scent, but nothing was there but the scent of the night. 

			One time he came across a dead thing, but it was small and decayed, and hungry as he was he left it alone. Its scent would confuse any pursuers, though its presence might attract vermin. He stumbled past because it took energy to decide to stop. 

			Then unwillingly, before he could decide whether to continue or not, he slept. 

			Talwe dreamed of his hut in the village. Inside it, he held Morian to him, and she put her arm around him and held him so tightly he could barely breathe. Then slowly she licked at the fur on his neck, and as her tongue worked its way down his body he felt his muscles relax and his world start to spin. Then suddenly he was upon her, and as he entered her, her claws dug hard in the earth and her moans and light screeches echoed in his ears. 

			And when they were done, and Morian lay peacefully in his arms, the hut door swung open and three masked mrem entered. One covered Morian’s mouth with his hands, while the others held Talwe’s arms and beat his head with their fists. They tied him tightly with rope, and then they turned Morian onto her stomach and forced her open again and again. As they left, they spat in his face, and only now could Talwe see through the holes in their masks. 

			Their eyes, he saw, were gold. 

			He awoke in the forest to the shivering cry of the olna, the night-bird who signaled the coming of dawn. He smelled vomit all around him. Rising, he realized he had been sick while he dreamt, and he silently prayed to Inla to help him forget. His head pounding and his muscles on fire, he looked to the sun rising red through the trees. Turning his back to it, he marched in a straight line back to the west. He refused, out of fear, to think of his herd. 
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			They were gone. All eighty-seven uxen. He knew this was the same spot, because his jacket and staff lay on the ground near the rock, but the uxen were nowhere in sight. Lifting his jacket, he found his jug of water, and after drinking what he wanted, poured the rest over his face. Then, with a deep, long breath, he brought in the cool morning air and started to follow the herd’s trail.

			It wasn’t difficult, of course. Like all the villagemrem, Talwe knew well the skills of tracking. In his youth they had been drilled into him, over and over again, just as had the skills of the Hunt as he grew older. Even girls were taught how to find a lost animal (but never how to hunt), because during a Hunt if the males were far from home they would often have to leave their own work and help a herder bring his herd together. And eighty-seven uxen leave a very easy trail to follow. 

			As he began, Talwe realized that once again he had failed. His duty had been to guard the herd, not to wander into the forest. He had let his own boredom drive him. Behind all these thoughts lingered the image of those golden eyes. 

			He ran. The trail was clear north across the plain, curving northeast where the foothills began their long, slow journey toward the gray-white mountains beyond. On the foothills began the first of the allgreen trees, and much farther north the sporass and the gold sporass fought to dominate the songomores. To the east, an hour’s run away, was the forest, and Talwe hoped the herd was not there. He had no desire to repeat his fearful night. 

			In the distance the first of the mountains flattened against the sharp blue sky. Talwe knew it lay many days further, but as he watched a cloud break on its lime-white peak he thought he could touch it by reaching out his hand. The mountain was beautiful, and he smiled as he ran.

			“One day,” he said aloud, “one day I will see you much closer.” And then he looked down, and forced himself back to the job he had to do.

			He stopped. He had been following a path of trampled grass and hoofmarks in the ground. But now the path split many ways. To the right the ground was torn open in several places, meaning that the beasts had been frightened into running. In all other directions, the path continued among the still-sparse trees. In one way this was a problem, because with the trees the tracks would be harder to follow, but in another way it helped. The trees themselves would give him clues. 

			He found the first eight uxen over a small rise. They grazed among the trees, and when he called them they looked at him and then resumed eating. Their tails waved lazily in the gentle breeze. Talwe dragged the bushes into a makeshift pen and hurried on. 

			By midafternoon he had found over half of the herd. Using two songomore branches he herded them back to the first eight, then turned to the much more difficult task of finding the animals who had run. Herd animals, especially uxen, scattered when they ran. It was almost as if they were as frightened of each other as they were of the thing that chased them. Or maybe it was a way to protect the herd; if they scattered, a pursuer could only chase one. Talwe thought suddenly of a song he had sung as a child, where a young uxan led a hunter away from the herd and let herself be caught. The song was sad. 

			He ran north now. The foothills still sloped gently, and the songomores were still in command, but Talwe sensed a difference in the land. Stopping, he crouched and picked up a handful of ground. Its scent was strange, and its texture was thick. It reminded him of the swamps near the Targra. He had seen those swamps only once, and he did not want to see them again. 

			But this land was not swamp. It was dry, and it was hard. But it had the smell of the liskash about it, and Talwe threw the handful of earth down in disgust. He had known he would find liskash in the mountains, but not that they traveled this far south. 

			If the elders knew it, they never taught it. 

			He found several uxen to the east, tearing the grass from the ground near the trees. They did not graze easily, these uxen, and they started when they heard Talwe’s voice. He went to them all and held their heads in his arms to soothe them. Leading them out of the trees, he waited until they calmed and then he started back into his search. 

			By twilight, he had all but two. The sporass were thicker here among the songomores, and he could see the first of the pines raising their points high into the sunset. He ran now, fearful of the coming night, knowing that he was in the last possible hour of searching. If he did not find them now, he would have to wait until morning. By then, he would not find them at all.

			The western sky was on fire now, as the sun danced down over the hills to his left. He sang to Inla and then to the goddess of the sun, and he prayed as he ran that they would help him find the last beasts. The darkness was growing with each passing stride, and already he began to see liskash shapes among the black trees all around. The wind hissed, and Talwe’s blood froze at the sound. 

			He thought he could smell them now. There was no question that here dwelled many liskash. He could see their split tongues knifing the air and their teeth sharp and cruel as they gleamed in the moonlight. They had hard, scaly bodies and stubby legs ending in deadly claws designed for ripping through soft mrem fur. All liskash eyes were black as the night they worshipped. And always there was that reek, a sickening, hateful stench, that Talwe’s ancestral memories warned was the harsh smell of cruelty and of evil. 

			“If you do evil,” the elders said, “you will be found in the night by a liskash.” It was the warning given to all young mrem, and it echoed now through Talwe’s brain. 

			He had done evil. He had lost two cattle. 

			And then he fell. Hard on his face he landed, the twigs on the ground scraping his forehead and chest. For a second he lay unable to rise. He rolled to one side. Again he tried to raise himself, and again he fell flat. His head reeled with the blood-smell, and mixed with it now was another. He raised himself on his quaking arms, and he opened his eyes. 

			Straight in front of him, inches from his face, were the ripped-open guts of a herd beast. Into the clawed-out belly he stared, and his hand touched the trailing intestines. Swaying with sickness, he rose to his knees, and around him he saw the other parts of the uxan. The legs were torn free, meat barely clinging to the bones, and the heart had been ripped from the chest. And then, through the murk of his tear-filled eyes, Talwe saw that the beast had no head. 

			Quickly he spun. Behind him, up a small hill, lay the thing he had tripped over. It was the uxan’s skull, half the flesh torn from it. Empty eye sockets stared blindly out of its face, and black blood dripped slowly from its nostrils.

			Talwe ran. Back toward the herd he raced, and when he reached them he guided them quickly from the hills. He herded them through the long, black night, terrified to look behind and seeing nothing but eyes when he looked straight ahead. At last he chose only to look at the ground, and the long, soft grass that waved silently in the pale light of the moon. Just before dawn he came back to his rock, and he tumbled to the ground and slept.
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			“YOU HAVE LOST two herd beasts,” Orrintar said sadly. “You may defend yourself, Talwe.” 

			“A liskash killed both,” Talwe lied. He considered telling the village about the mrem who had chased him, but he knew he could not. They would ask many questions, and perhaps they would search. Somehow, they would discover the color of their eyes and the darkness of their fur. If that happened, he would be lost to the village forever. 

			Orrintar nodded. “You have not told all,” he said. “You say you found the dead uxan far to the north of your camp. How did it get there?” 

			“It strayed,” was all Talwe could think of. 

			“Herd beasts do not stray that far, Talwe, not if the herder is alert. You know well that you are to count the beasts at sunrise, at midday, at midafternoon, and twice more before dusk. Only a running animal could have reached where you found it. If it was running, you should have seen it.” 

			The elder was right, of course. There was no defense at all. The only way the herd could have strayed that far away was if Talwe had been gone from the camp. And that, of course, was what had happened. 

			He was silent for a long time. The villagemrem formed a wide circle around him, and from that circle Dalriatar now spoke. 

			“You have not had an easy life with us, Talwe.” His voice was kind, his tone soft. “You have endured the taunts of the children and the hatred of the mrem who are ignorant.” Talwe could almost feel the eyes of the villagemrem turn toward Forun, but of course Forun was not alone. “Yet the village raised you from childhood, and it gave you the freedom of the Hunt. You have served it well, and it appreciates that service.” 

			Several of the elders nodded. Old Dalriatar stroked his gray whiskers. 

			“But now you have done wrong, and you have no defense. I shudder with the others to hear of the liskash, and I fear for you as you tell of the evil of the night. But you have lost two of your herd, and for that we can only weep.” He looked into the dark mrem’s eyes. “Do you have any other defense?” 

			Talwe dropped his eyes to the ground. Again the urge to explain came to him, but again he kept it inside. Whatever happened, he had realized on the long walk back to the village, he would have to find those others himself. He could not use the villagers’ help at all. If he did there was no doubt they would banish him, assured he was an outsider. 

			At last he looked up, and the eyes of Dalriatar almost pleaded. “I have no defense,” Talwe said. “I have only a warning. Whichever mrem takes over the herd, watch carefully for the coming of the liskash. And watch, too, for the power of the forest.” 

			The circle cried out as one. “No!” came their shout, and Talwe felt his face flush red. Then he saw Forun rise to his feet and speak loudly above the noise. 

			“The songomores do not betray,” he announced to the villagemrem. “They fight evil, but they do not betray. If they called Talwe, and did not bless Talwe, then Talwe must be evil.” 

			Again the shouts began, and many agreed with Forun. 

			“That is enough!” shouted Orrintar. “Forun speaks without knowing, and Talwe speaks without thinking. Both are wrong. The songomores bless our herds, but things can pass through the songomores that do not. Something passed through them and Talwe’s herd was their prey. He followed, as he should not have done. His punishment is only for that.” 

			The circle stilled. Talwe looked at Orrintar gratefully. 

			“You have been removed from the Hunt,” the elder said, “and now you will be taken from the herds. You will work with the young females, Talwe, helping them to tend the village. And you must live by yourself until the coming of the Dancer, when she will decide what else should be done. Morian will leave you, and go to another.” 

			Talwe broke in. “But why is Morian punished?” 

			“She may choose where to go herself. You have had your chance to speak,” Orrintar continued sternly. “Say nothing more.” Then he softened. “But I will tell you this. No female of the village can live with one who is disgraced. If she did, she too would be disgraced. Morian is not being punished, Talwe. She is being freed.” 
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			The cave was ugly, and it stank. Talwe was almost sorry he had refused to accept the punishment and sneaked out of the village. He stood just outside, ignoring the chill air. The first day, he told himself he had followed the strangers for the good of the village. By the second day he was so far from their valley he could no longer deceive himself that this was the most important reason he followed them. Something drove him to find these mrem whom he resembled. Something he was not yet comfortable with.

			The light of the entrance was soon lost as Talwe forced himself to enter. Deep into the side of the mountain sacred to the Sky-Goddess this cave burrowed, curving and twisting as if trying to break free from the daylight. Talwe could track in the darkness by letting his eyes learn to see by the faint light that danced off the walls. He was choking, though, from the putrid stench. 

			Liskash. Seldom in his life had he known a liskash, but now he seemed to be smelling them wherever he walked. First they were in the foothills, where one had torn apart his uxen, and now in the mountain, where it was said lived the goddess. He wondered how she could abide his foul presence. 

			He had been tracking the gold-eyed strangers, not liskash. He stood confused as to why even these mrem would choose to enter such a place. Every instinct told Talwe to run. To get outside to the sunlight and grass. He forced himself to continue.

			Several strides further into the wide tunnel, the mrem hunter stopped. He crouched and stared at a faint footprint in the thin layer of mud, then reached down, touched it, and brought his fingers to his nose. The smell was the right one, he said to himself. The strangely spiced smell of the gold-eyed mrem from the forest. 

			But in a cave? Why would a mrem choose a cave? Of all the places to live, no mrem he knew would ever want a cave. Lizards dwelt in caves, not mrem. Especially not in a cave in the Sky-Goddess’ mountain. 

			He followed the trail deeper. The further he went, the worse the air grew, and the dimmer the light from the distant entrance. The air now was filled with innumerable scents. The rocks smelled of slime, and to the touch they were slippery and damp. The mud of the floor bore the odor of decay, and from time to time Talwe saw an ill-defined lump off to the side. But overwhelming all the other odors was the reek of the liskash—how many he could not know—churning his stomach until he covered his mouth with his hands. He was a skilled hunter, though, and he managed for a while to follow the scent of the strange mrem. 

			Suddenly it stopped. Talwe stooped and smelled the damp grit, and then he stood tall and inhaled deeply. With his keen eyes he searched through the darkness for a side passage. But there was no scent or sign of the mrem, nothing at all. He closed his eyes and held his nose shut, trying to refresh both his senses, but when he looked and smelled again he found nothing. The mrem had not been here, or at least they had left no traces. 

			The liskash, though, had been here, many of them. The reek was devastating, and something had recently bled on the cave’s floor nearby. He followed the trail of blood, knowing there was too much of it for the trail to be very long. The blood was fresh, still moist enough to stain the fur on his hand. 

			The body was curled up in a small niche in the wall. There was still a dagger in the mrem’s hand. It glinted feebly in the half-light, the bottom dark as if stained by blood. The wounded mrem’s fur was dark, much like Talwe’s own. The body was sprawled with its face hidden. The hunter bent and turned it over. A large part of the mrem’s chest had been cut by a thick whip and the ribs around the wound were deeply caved in. Something had struck with unbelievable force. 

			The pain the hunter had unintentionally caused must have revived the dark-furred mrem for its eyes flickered open. Seeing Talwe, fear appeared in them and the mangled mrem tried weakly to raise the dagger and failed. Then the eyes became confused. The strange mrem spoke breathlessly, almost mouthing the words without sound. Even in the silence of the cave they were barely audible. 

			“We thought you had come for us,” was the gasped explanation. “We would not go back to serve them.” 

			Before the mrem could say more, its golden eyes looked beyond Talwe and widened. A moment later the body went limp and the hunter knew it was dead. He took a breath, ready to begin the Chant of Passage. 

			Then came the hiss. Loud and close, its rasp echoing off the cave walls and slicing at the silence. He stared into the gloom, straining to see the sound’s source, all the time unconsciously bracing his legs to run. But the hiss echoed all around him, and he could not tell where it came from.

			And then finally he saw it. The monster stood twice his height and was many times his weight. It came at him from behind. Whirling to face it, he drew out his sword and stared hard at its silhouette in the tunnel’s faded light. Its tail was not long, but when the massive liskash lifted it and slammed it to the ground, Talwe knew it too was a weapon to fear. The reptile’s legs were hard muscle; its arms were thick, its body covered with thick, dark scales. 

			Then something came from its hand. Talwe ducked, but the thing glanced off his shoulder and fell at his feet. He looked down and saw the head of another mrem, its golden eyes opened wide in a half-eaten face. Talwe’s stomach emptied as he staggered aside. His former pursuers had gone no further. 

			Now the liskash made its move. Toward Talwe it jumped, quick and sure despite its size. He dodged the sharp claws, then felt the sting of its tail as it whipped his right leg. The leg began to burn and its muscles knotted from the pain. Talwe fell to his right. 

			Immediately the liskash was upon him. With a prayer to Inla, Talwe swung his sword hard. It bit into the reptile’s arm, and Talwe pulled it free. Dripping black blood, the liskash hissed its ugly stench straight into the mrem’s face. 

			Talwe reeled. The liskash swung its fist, striking the dodging mrem a glancing blow. Talwe felt his head burn and throb. Again he swung the sword, and this time it sliced deep into a leg. But when he pulled, the sword would not come loose. It was jammed into the bone and thick muscles of the monster’s calf. Dodging a kick from the other leg, the hunter rolled to his feet. 

			They circled, Talwe finding the liskash between himself and the entrance. He ducked as the beast feinted, and before he could recover the tail had opened a long, painful gash on his back. Blood soaked into his fur and dripped onto the hunter’s tail. With a scream he jumped clear of another kick and drew out his knife. Then the mrem stood as still as he could and waited.

			The hunter was shocked to realize he fought, not for the village, but for himself. For a brief instant the realization that he acted only for himself was accompanied by a feeling that all this was meaningless. Then Talwe found himself filled with a satisfying exultation. For himself, for himself and Inla, he corrected, taking a half-step forward.

			The liskash hissed as he stepped toward it. With the hiss came a wave of weakness unlike any the mrem had ever known, but Talwe fought back the dizziness and steadied himself. The liskash’s reek and roar were enormous, and his senses came near to being overloaded. 

			The warrior forced himself to concentrate, to watch only for the opening he needed. He stood once more without moving. The massive lizard twisted its head to search for him in the dim light. 

			Then he threw. The knife drove deep into the liskash’s right eye. Out of the socket rushed fluid and blood, down the liskash’s face and into its mouth. Its claws jerked to cover the eye, and its hiss was now one of pain. 

			Leaping past the half-blind lizard, Talwe ran for the light. He raced down the tunnel, slipping in the slimy mud and sometimes dislodging the dead things lumped along the floor. Their scent filled the cave with the odor of decay. Behind him, the liskash roared as it began its pursuit. Talwe knew well that if it caught him he would die. 

			Eaten. 

			Forgotten. 

			A failure. 

			The thoughts inspired him and the mrem dashed forward, regardless of the pain he felt as his pads were torn by the jagged rocks on the cave’s floor. Claws scratched the softer rock as he scrambled over obstructions. Still the liskash gained. 

			Then it fell. Talwe heard the shriek when the monster crashed into a cave’s wall at a narrow section and the following thud as the beast collapsed. He let himself stop and look back. The lizard had blundered into the wall, its head cracking against the black rock on the same side as the damaged eye. This drove the knife deeper. The sharp-edged tail thrashed feebly, the lizard’s thick legs spread out twitching, and its arms hung limply. 

			Talwe walked cautiously toward it. Even fallen, it was taller than his waist and larger than the biggest uxan. His steps were slow, but his heart raced. Part of him wanted to run, to get out of the reeking darkness and feel the sun, but part of him wanted to look. And he wondered, too, if he could recover his knife and his sword. They had been his manhood gifts from the village, and he wanted them back. 

			He bent over the liskash. It stank, but no hiss came from its mouth. Instead the mouth moved, opened and closed, and Talwe heard a sound strangely like a word. 

			“Karshu,” the reptile repeated, “Karshu.” 

			“Karshu.” Over and over again. 

			“Karshu,” until it was finally still. 

			Talwe pulled his sword from the creature’s leg. Then he grasped the handle of his knife and closed his eyes as he pulled. It came to him easily, and it was covered with scraps of brain and blood that was black in the half-light of the cave. 

			He turned and walked away, too drained to exult in his victory. Confused to as to what he had won, besides his life. He did not see the liskash’s tail twitch in a final spasm. All he felt was a fire down his back as the old wound opened and the thud of his head on the rock where the impact of the thrashing tail threw him.
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			The hunter woke in the night, violently sick. His head throbbed mercilessly, and his back burned and ached. Rising to his feet, he felt in the dark for his sword and knife. They were still where they had fallen when he had been knocked unconscious.

			Talwe remembered the giant liskash and sat up with a start. Then as the lump on his head began to almost blind him with pain he realized that he was not dead. If the liskash had been still alive, he knew he would not be now. But its reek was not joined by the smell of death, and he knew it must be dead. Still the mrem had no desire to search for the body. 

			Talwe guided himself out of the cave by running his claws along one wall, kicking aside a number of soft lumps that lay in his path. He wondered what they were, these lumps in the mud, but he stumbled ahead without stopping to find out. Finally he could smell the freshness ahead. At last he emerged into the clear night air, and as he fell to the ground he drank in its sweetness. 

			Crawling to a resse tree the mrem shoved himself against its roots and allowed the darkness to reclaim him. 
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			This time Talwe woke as the sun began the day. His throat was dry, and his stomach hurt from hunger. For a long time he lay on his side, watching the wisps of cloud drift past the sun. Then he stretched his legs out straight, and he cried out to Inla with the pain of movement. 

			His right leg burned, and the fire spread into his back. He screamed as he rolled back onto his side, clenching his fist and pounding the ground. His head, too, now beat at the temples, and when he felt his face he knew he had lost much fur on the left side. 

			He was alive, and Inla had kept him, but in that moment he wished he had died. 

			Finally the flames died. Talwe knew he had to find water, so he rolled carefully onto his stomach and reached out his arms. Pulling with all his strength, he dragged himself along through the grass to the right. He knew the mountain had a stream, and he hoped it was in that direction.

			In the end he rose to his feet. The pain burned again, but the fire in his throat was now worse than the fire in his back. The legs were the problem. For a while he hopped painfully on his left, but then he willed himself to put some weight on his right. When his heel touched the ground, a bolt of pain blackened his mind. He fell. 

			By midmorning he was walking. At least, his left leg was dragging his right, and either the pain was less or he no longer cared about it. The pain in his head now overshadowed the throb in his back, and the thirst in his throat was the worst discomfort of all. 

			He climbed the rocks and slid down into the trees. Over the tops of steep hills he crawled, then fell onto his stomach and let himself fall down the other side. By midday his eyes could not stand the glare from the sun, and for a brief moment he let himself sleep. 

			When he awoke it was worse. Again and again he shook his head, trying to clear it, but more and more it simply would not respond. The afternoon sun was high, and among the trees no breeze came, and even though it was autumn he felt the heat sear through his throat. He staggered, his right leg unwilling to press any further. 

			Then, suddenly, Inla sent water. Talwe pulled himself over the crest of a hill strong with trees, and when he stood up straight he looked down to a valley all of green. And there among the sporass, weaving its way through, was a stream that came down from the mountain beyond. The blue sky approached him over the mountain’s dark grays, and the water reflected the green of the trees. 

			He rolled more than he walked toward the water. Down between the trees he let himself slide, until at last he stopped in the reeds by the stream’s edge. Frogs leaped out of the path of his slide; fish jumped away from the shore. Talwe let himself fall with a splash, and his burning throat screamed at the first touch of the water. 

			It was cool, and it washed him, and it soothed away the burns that raked his body. He was dizzy when he drank, because his stomach had been empty for so long, but when he ducked his head beneath the surface and felt the coolness of the water flow through his hair, he forgot his hunger and worshipped the goddess that had saved him. He braced his legs on the bottom of the stream, then broke through the surface and screamed Inla’s name to the world. 

			Letting the soothing water flow over him, Talwe drank and he drank till he felt bloated. 
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			He arrived at the village in the middle of the night. Clouds blocked the moon, but some of the stars reached out into the sky. He was cold, and he limped, but he was alive.

			Inla had saved him; now he was home. There had been nowhere else for him to go. He had cleaned the smell of the liskash from his fur and stumbled through the mountain valleys. It had taken Talwe less than a day to find the cave and four to return from it. 

			Ondra was first to see him. He was on watch that night, and unlike the others he had managed to stay awake. He saw Talwe’s silhouette, black against the clouds, and he opened his mouth to shout an alarm. But then he recognized his friend’s tall form, even though it was much thinner now and limping. 

			They danced the dance of greeting. Slowly, carefully, they let the joy of reunion embrace them, until finally they embraced and tears filled their eyes. “Welcome,” said Ondra. “You have been missed.” 

			“I am home now,” Talwe whispered. “Inla be praised.” 

			“Inla?” asked his friend. “Maybe. But I can tell you have been through a lot. I think you have done much yourself.” Then he laughed, long and loud, until the torches of the village were alight. 

			“It’s Talwe!” came the shouts. But the villagers did not approach. Orrintar and Dalriatar stood before them, facing Talwe. 

			“You are alive,” said Orrintar to the returning mrem. “That is good. We will forgive your leaving now that you have returned. It was to be expected.” Then the Village elder paused. 

			“The Dancer arrives in the morning.” Ondra explained the elder’s reluctance to say more. There was concern in his voice. Then Orrintar turned and raised his arms. The villagemrem returned slowly to their huts. Only Dalriatar remained. Taking Talwe’s arm, he led the wounded mrem toward his hut to be healed.
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			“YOU. BOY.” 

			Mithmid stopped. Turning, he saw a fat, panting mrem pointing at him. The caller’s apron bore the spatterings of many days of grease and it looked as though it hadn’t been washed in years. 

			“Yes?” he mumbled. 

			“Help me move this.” He pointed to a dark, filthy wooden barrel. “And don’t break it,” came the order. “It’s wine.” 

			Mithmid looked quickly around. He knew that the barrel would leave all kinds of dirt on his clothes, and these were the clothes he wore only on ceremonial days. Tonight, more than any night, he didn’t want to get dirty. 

			“I’m really in a hurry,” he stuttered. “Any other time, I’d be glad—” 

			“I’ll tip it,” the cook cut in. “You lean against it and push. If we shove it back and forth, we’ll get it onto the cart.” A small handcart waited against the wall. 

			“I can’t,” said the younger mrem. “Honestly I can’t. I’m on my way—”

			He stopped. What would he tell him? That he was on his way to his first Council, where he would finally meet the wizards he desperately wanted to know? That he was training in magic, magic that the city despised? For that matter, why was he going through the kitchen? To get to the lower levels of the palace, of course, but should a lowly cook know these things? What if the king found out? What if all of Ar found out? 

			He had no choice. He had to help this mrem. With any luck, once it was done the fat, filthy intruder would leave. 

			Except that Mithmid realized he was the intruder. This was the kitchen area and the man was plainly a cook. 

			“May I use your apron?” he asked. 

			The cook looked at Mithmid’s clothes. He grinned wryly, then nodded. “Off to see a female?” he asked. 

			Smiling, Mithmid said yes. Why not? he decided. It was a better explanation than any he could come up with. 

			The older mrem untied the apron and handed it to Mithmid. Mithmid took it by the corners, because he could find no other clean part, and tied it around himself. The apron was far too large, but it covered his bright blue pants and new yellow vest. “Make sure you give it back,” the cook said.

			As it turned out, he forgot. They loaded the barrel, and then the cook wheeled it away. Mithmid waited until he was gone and left the kitchen, using the route he had memorized, finding the narrow stairs and descending into the faint light of the lower corridors. He was far down the spiraling walkway when he remembered the apron, but by then it was too late to return it. “I’ll give it back later,” he said aloud to himself. He wondered if the cook had another. It would not be good to take one of a poor man’s few possessions.

			Down Mithmid walked, following the long slope of the corridor, until at last he came to a tall red door on the right. He stood before it nervously and knocked, four loud knocks as Berrilund had told him. When the door opened, a beautiful female took his heart with a smile, and he followed her in and looked all around.

			The chamber was large, and the lighting was faint. Shadows from the torches danced on the walls. Three mrem and four females sat at the oval wooden table, all with their heads turned toward the door. At first Mithmid thought the table was inscribed in arcane symbols, but then almost laughed when he realized they were just scratches. Three empty chairs rested on the far side, and the female who answered the door guided Mithmid to one. 

			“Your apron?” she asked. Mithmid looked down at the ugly thing still covering him. He blushed as the others laughed. He untied it, and she hung it on a hook. When he sat, she seated herself beside him.

			Berrilund introduced him to everyone at the table, but the names came so quickly he remembered only five. Sorilia sat next to him, on his right, dressed in robes of light gray. Beside her was Sthon, an old and bearded mrem, who sat in his dark blue robes licking the back of his hand. Around the oval, nearer the door, Borlin sat with his eyes closed and his hands folded in his lap, his crimson robes sporting an elaborate brooch in the shape of a messenger angel with its wings spread wide. And Gaelor looked harsh, straight across from Mithmid, and her robes were black. To Mithmid’s left sat Berrilund, who wore robes of pale gold. Beside him was seated the loveliest female Mithmid had ever seen, her long golden hair waving gently over her deep gold robes, and the young mrem cursed himself for not remembering her name. The other two females were old, and he thought their names both started with L. The robes of both were in shades of pale blue.

			Sorilia spoke first. “Your help with Reswen was splendid,” she said to Mithmid. “We have watched Draldren ever since your report, and he has led us into interesting territories.” Mithmid looked at her, but he could only nod. 

			“We may as well tell you,” said one of the older females in blue, “that you are on trial here. Some want you to be part of the Council, because you have shown both aptitude and initiative, but you have a number of tests to pass.” She leaned forward. “If you do not want to try the tests, tell us now and we will let you leave. You will still be valuable because you are one of the H’satie, the quiet ones who guard the kingdom. The tests, I will add, are not at all easy.” 

			Mithmid wasted no time in replying. “I will try them,” he said quickly. “I’ve wanted this for too long to quit now.” 

			Damn! he thought. That was too abrupt.

			The slow voice of Gaelor came next. “You’re only young,” she said, and her voice was deep. “I don’t think you’re ready. Perhaps you will be a problem.” And with that she folded her arms across her chest and stared into his eyes. He wondered if she was conjuring some enchantment. He fought the reflex that would have him bare his neck, extending his claws under the table. These were wizards skilled far beyond his own level. If they turned on him, he would have no chance. 

			“We have already been through that,” answered the gold-haired female to Mithmid’s left. “You are in the minority, Gaelor, as you well know.” She turned toward the now frightened Mithmid. 

			“You are most welcome, Mithmid,” she said. “Let nothing Gaelor says disturb you. She gave me the same welcome two years ago.” 

			“And I was right.” Gaelor’s voice was agitated. “You weren’t ready. You still aren’t.” This time Mithmid’s claws extended full. 

			Borlin leaned forward and slapped his hand on the table. 

			“Can we stop this idiocy?” he hissed. The two females ceased talking immediately. “Why can we do nothing without Eronucu’s presence? Are we that damned helpless?” His eyes were bloodshot, but they gleamed in anger.

			“Forgive us,” said the other blue-robed female. “We have been here two hours already, Mithmid, and we have accomplished nothing. Lorleen,” she nodded to the blue-robed female beside her, “is one of the Council’s leaders, but for the Council to work properly we need another, who also leads. One leader alone is ineffective. We need both the male and the female to achieve anything at all.” 

			Of course, thought Mithmid. The male and the female. The mrem and the female. The basis of the culture of Ar. A knock on the door. Then another, and another. Finally, and loudly, the required fourth. Sorilia rose from her chair and crossed the room. When she unbarred and opened the door, a heavy mrem in sparkling white robes entered and sat in one of the open chairs. He wore a white hood, but Mithmid could have sworn he had seen him somewhere before. 

			“Welcome, Eronucu,” said the gold-haired female. “We once more find that we need you.” 

			“Thank you, Felior,” he replied. This time Mithmid took note of the name. “Lanalia, have you anything to report?” The last name! He knew them all, Mithmid thought, not realizing just how well he had learned to be a spy, even when with his own side. 

			“Nothing useful,” she intoned. “We have fought, but we have not spoken. In other words, everything is normal.” Borlin smiled wryly. Gaelor looked away. 

			“Then let me start with this,” Eronucu said. Even his voice sounded familiar to Mithmid. “What have you discussed about Draldren and Gerianan?” 

			It was Sorilia who spoke. “The noble is in Gerianan’s employ. Jremm has discovered that for us.” 

			Jremm! Mithmid almost said aloud. I didn’t say anything about him. They must have.... 

			“Do we know what Gerianan wants him to do?” Eronucu’s manner was brusque, but he was able to get answers. 

			“Set up a kidnap, as far as we can tell.” Sorilia was clearly glad to have Eronucu’s presence. She seemed relieved to be able to speak without censure. 

			“When?” asked Eronucu. “And how?” 

			Lorleen spoke now. “We’ve been through this,” she said disgustedly. “And you already know the answers. Why are you asking again?” 

			Eronucu sighed. “First, to see if anything new has happened. This is a court of sorts, after all. And secondly,” he said, looking at Mithmid, “we have a new Council member, and he has a right to know the details.”

			“He’s not a Council member yet,” Gaelor muttered. 

			Felior rose to her feet. She pointed at Gaelor and started to speak, but Sorilia raised her arm to stop her. Reluctantly, Felior sat down.

			Lorleen again. “Friends,” she said, her voice low and soothing, “we have already lost Sruss. We cannot afford to lose Andelemarian. Whoever does not want to cooperate must now leave.” Soothingly though she spoke, everyone stopped and listened. Mithmid guessed that no one dared oppose her, at least not now.

			They had all told him their names! A cold chill descended upon his spine and he fought to keep the fur of his neck from bristling. For years he had studied and served in hopes of joining the Council. Now he had no choice. Only one other thing would guarantee his silence. 

			“Our choices are simple,” she went on, and when she looked at Eronucu the mrem nodded agreement. “We either stop Gerianan, or we back him. Either he becomes king or Andelemarian remains king. Sruss is not ready to return, so Gerianan is now de facto heir to the throne.”

			“When we look at it that way,” Eronucu continued, “there is no choice at all. Andelemarian has faults, among them a failure to recognize virtue in the young” (Mithmid raised his eyes at this, remembering the king’s encouragement to him) “and his refusal to consider his brother a rival. But he has ruled well and he now rules wisely. Gerianan is a brilliant warrior, and he dreams of expanding Ar far beyond its present borders. Those are his attractive qualities.

			“But the king’s brother is brash, arrogant, and totally mistrustful. No intrigue is beneath him, and he would turn the court into a battleground, a brothel, and a butcher’s house.” He paused, then continued. “There is, as I’ve suggested, absolutely no choice.” 

			The agreement was swift, and Mithmid realized all this had been discussed before. The meeting, it seemed, was for his benefit as much as for theirs: for some reason they wanted him part of the decision. When the vote came, all concurred. They would save the king from his brother, using whatever power they had. 

			Suddenly it came to Mithmid that perhaps they had no right to discuss these things at all, because the king, and not this Council, ruled Ar. Then again, he wondered how often before the fate of Ar had been decided in this room. He counted the king a friend. What would he have done had they decided for Gerianan? But now that he was part of it, now that he knew he had been accepted by the others, those who shared his magical abilities, he had no choice. Bralittar had given him his gifts for some purpose, and this was likely it. 

			“One last thing,” Eronucu said. He rose from his chair and walked to the door. Opening it, he reached into the corridor and pulled in a handcart, in the middle of which sat a filthy wooden barrel. From within it he pulled a fine golden tray. Atop the tray were gold cups, a ladle, and graincakes of various kinds. 

			“Mithmid,” he said, “come here and help serve the wine.” When the young mrem approached, Eronucu lowered his hood and opened the barrel once more. 

			“And if you don’t mind,” he said smiling, “would you please give me back my apron? I’d hate to get these robes dirty.” 

			All Mithmid could do was blush, and listen to the laughter that echoed through the room.
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			ARBUNDA’S REST was once every bit as fashionable as any other tavern in Ar. As its owners had succeeded one another, they all had been determined to maintain the established excellence of its sources of supply and its clientele. At one time, during the reign of Andelemarian’s grandfather, it was even considered a proper haunt for nobility and royalty. 

			But during Andelemarian’s youth, all of that changed. The Rest was purchased, in all good faith, by a middle-aged mrem named Barswin, who took it upon himself to revamp the inn and establish business connections of his own. At first, the clientele applauded this move, saying that the Rest had, after all, become a little stuffy and outdated. But before long, that same clientele began to stay away. 

			What Barswin hadn’t known, or perhaps had known all too well, was that the Rest’s connections were by far the best in all the surrounding land. From Eiritu had come the wine, from Ballibon the sweetmeats and the pastries, and from Surisa the varieties of flour and the rich tapestries and bedclothes. And these were simply the best there were. Merchants could name their price on these goods and sell them where they wished. When Barswin made the decision to look for other suppliers, he insulted the established ones and turned them from the Rest for good. 

			For a while, of course, it didn’t bother him. All he had to do was find others. But when he tried to do just that, he ran into dead end after dead end. He was now forced to buy his goods from the small towns, and even the villages, and the merchants from the cities seemed intent on destroying his business. They would sell him what he wanted, but much that he bought was either secondhand or shoddily made. Any items of top quality were ruinously expensive.

			By the time he died, the damage had been done. He willed the Rest to his son Rory, who tried in vain to build it back to its former glory. Ten years ago Rory had been killed in one of the Rest’s famous brawls, and the inn was bought by its current owner, Turmer of Eiritu. He was not well-liked, this foreigner, and his takeover ensured the tavern’s final demise. Only travelers, lowlifes, and (some said) spies frequented Arbunda’s Rest these days. 

			The two mrem who now sat at a table in the corner seemed to be all three rolled into one. The fur of one was a mixture of brown and dark yellow, and of the other black and gray, setting them apart immediately as travelers. They were dressed in worn tunics and torn breeches, with old leather sacks slung over the unoccupied chair. They were smoking dream plant in cheap wooden pipes that could be found in all the lowhouses of Ar. These mrem talked quietly, looking now and then carefully around them, so that any insightful observer would probably conclude that they were afraid to be discovered. Travelers, lowlifes, and spies, the mainstay of the new Arbunda’s Rest. 

			“The Lords rule all,” the brown one said. 

			“The Lords rule all,” came the reply.

			A password, perhaps, except that the two mrem repeated it a few minutes later. “The Lords rule all,” the black mrem said first, and his companion mimicked him exactly. Each time they said it a trace of a smile crossed their lips, and again they would huddle down and begin their whispering anew. 

			“You’ve missed much, Karth,” muttered the brown one. “Draldren has entered the Lords’ service, although I’m sure he doesn’t realize it.” He laughed. “And his daughter—” 

			“Rennilan?” The black one looked surprised. 

			“Yes, Rennilan. A pretty one, she is. She’s taken to working here, upstairs.” He pointed toward the ceiling. “I don’t know why she’s there, but it’s pretty clear Draldren doesn’t know about it.” He hunkered lower. “I think she’s from the court.” 

			The black one smiled. “A spy? Rennilan?” He chuckled under his breath. “I doubt it, Varlin. She has neither the brains nor the courage.” 

			“Not so,” Varlin answered. “She certainly has the brains, and by working here she’s proving she is brave enough. At least, that’s how it seems to me.” 

			“Maybe she just likes the job,” Karth cut in. 

			The brown mrem shook his head. “Now it’s my turn to doubt. Yang’s Teeth! She can have the pick of the best-looking mrem of the court. Why should she bother with this lot?” 

			He swept his hand to take in the entire room. Arbunda’s Rest was almost filled that night, and the smoke clung to the whiskers of those near the fire and shrouded most of the tables in a gray, obscuring cover. The air was murky, and the room smelled of acrid smoke, old wood, and sweat. 

			“What about Gerianan?” Karth whispered. He looked about as he said it. 

			“He’s an idiot,” Varlin replied, almost bitterly. “We’ve always known that, but it’s been impossible to prove. Should be easier now, though. He’s starting to make some moves that are ridiculously easy to read.” 

			“Is everyone reading them?” The black one’s questions were always sharp, always penetrating. 

			Varlin shook his head. “Of course not.” He paused a moment, then continued. “Andelemarian,” he whispered, “will hear no wrong about his brother from the H’satie, and most of the court are idiots, too. Some of the nobles, the more powerful ones, are disgruntled, but by themselves they can’t do very much. They see themselves losing power a little every day, and they’re hoping Gerianan will be less of a king. A most likely view, in my opinion.” 

			The black mrem nodded. “Funny, the nobles’ grandsires had the power once, then the kings in the cities, soon the only power will be that of the Lords?” 

			“Soon,” Varlin whispered in reply. “All we have to do is try to keep things going as they are. As the nobles become more and more discontented, more’ll be siding with Gerianan against Andelemarian. Some are almost ready to act now.” 

			“Who?” 

			The brown-furred mrem smiled. “Now, Karth,” he said. “You know I can’t tell you just anything. We both have our secrets.” 

			Karth scowled, then smirked. “True. You have yours, I have mine.” He leaned forward. “Trade?” 

			The other laughed aloud. “No, Karth, not yet. Be patient, my friend. Sooner or later—” 

			“Sooner or later I’ll be dead, Varlin,” the black mrem whispered. 

			“Well, I’m not dead yet, and I prefer to keep it that way.” 

			“Things could change.” There was a dangerous purr in Karth’s voice. 

			“As you wish,” Varlin whispered.

			For a moment the two mrem were quiet, sipping the sour wine the inn served those who didn’t know enough to order better. Then Varlin resumed. “The trick is the army. They don’t like Gerianan, even though he is a superb war-leader. If we can get him completely in charge, they won’t have any choice but to follow him. By that time, he’ll be with us, and so will some of the nobles.” 

			“Isn’t Gerianan already in charge of the army?” 

			“Only to a degree,” the brown mrem replied. “Andelemarian still gives the commands, at least those that matter. Gerianan carries out his brother’s wishes.” 

			Karth leaned forward. “Well, why don’t we just kill the king?” 

			Varlin smiled. “I thought you’d ask that. Two reasons. First, it’s not easy killing a king. Second, Gerianan isn’t ready yet. If Andelemarian dies now, Ar could see civil war, and Gerianan would not likely win. We have no control over a situation like that. It might end too quickly and then the city would be fully mobilized.” 

			“The Lords rule all,” a third voice whispered. 

			“The Lords rule all,” Varlin acknowledged, and after a moment Karth did the same. 

			“You are talking far too loudly,” the newcomer insisted. “I could hear you easily from several steps away.” He looked at both of them. “Keep your voices down.” 

			“There was nobody near,” Varlin protested. “We judged that as we looked around.” 

			“Nevertheless, you cannot know who is listening. From now on, keep down your voices, especially in a place like this.” His voice was firm, and both mrem slowly nodded. 

			He was light-furred, this late-comer, the color of sand. Younger than both Varlin and Karth, he was more intense, more somber, and clearly more intelligent. His eyes shone in the dim tavern light, but their shining was not of joy. These eyes shone with hatred, and those who looked into them saw the reflections of their own fears and frustrations. 

			On the table he spread a map. It was small, and he leaned over it to keep it from the sight of the other tables. For a moment he studied it, and then he turned to Karth and whispered almost inaudibly. 

			“This is Cragsclaw,” he said, putting his finger on a fortress in the middle of a mountain pass. “You will be traveling there, starting tomorrow. Once in Cragsclaw, you are to study its walls and other defenses. Let no one know what you are doing. Kill anyone who suspects. I need spies now, not warriors.” 

			Karth’s eyes protested, but he said nothing.

			“You, Varlin,” the newcomer continued, “are to remain here and keep gathering whatever news you can. Listen carefully for plans of attack and defense. Plant rumors of a Na-mrem invasion from the north, because the real invasion is going to come from the south. 

			“Cragsclaw,” he whispered, pointing to the map, “blocks the pass we need to get through the mountains. I am under orders to destroy it or take it. That is all I will say. 

			“Except this. If you reveal anything I have said, you will surely die. You are not the only mrem I have working for me.” 

			He stared into their eyes, and for a time they tried to stare back. But, as always, eventually their faces fell. When they raised their heads, they could only say, “As you wish, Cwinyd.” And the newcomer rose and left the table.
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			“I DON’T BELIEVE you.” The mrem’s voice was sneering and rough, and it spat its words out of a dirty mouth. His fur was a brilliant crimson, but the color was hard to distinguish under the over-layer of grime. Grime also covered his tartan breeches. The pattern was one that anyone could buy from a trader, but his belts and weapons were spotless. He appeared to be one of the many clan-less warriors who wandered the highlands selling their allegiance and swords to whichever chief would accept them.

			Crethok staggered against a table, knocking over a large cup of wine. The stain it caused was hardly visible among numerous others on the wood planking that constituted the inn’s floor. For several seconds he watched it drip, then put his right hand on the table for balance and turned toward his opponent.

			“Who the hell are you not to believe me?” he shouted. “I’m Crethok, Urllo damn it, and you’re nothing but clan-less scum. No scum accuses Crethok, the next ClanMrem, of being a liar.” His voice rasped in his throat, and his mouth emitted an overwhelming smell of strong wine.

			The crimson mrem only sneered more. “Crethok,” he spoke loudly, “everyone here knows your brother is the only one to worry about. You’ve got as much chance of being ClanMrem as I have of being High Priest of Ballibon. Right now you’re drunk out of your mind, and you couldn’t win a knifing contest if your life depended on it. And I don’t believe you have any money, so I’ m not going to fight you.” 

			Crethok’s face burned with fury. He started toward the crimson mrem, but two others, daggers drawn, grabbed the clansmrem’s arms until he slowed his breathing. He shook them off, and stared with hatred into the other mrem’s eyes. 

			“You will regret those words, Challro,” Crethok shouted, but his voice stumbled and the effect was lost. 

			Another voice sounded over the shouts. “I’ll play,” it said, and all eyes turned toward it. 

			An older, beige-furred mrem stepped toward Crethok’s table. A hint of a smile showed on his face, but the smile was not mocking. Crethok had never seen him before, and to judge by the looks of the others no one else had either. 

			“What’s your name?” Crethok slurred. 

			“It’s not important,” came the reply. “I’m on my way through the area, and none of you will ever see me again.” 

			Crethok stood up, his arms shaking. “I said, what’s your name, and I want an answer.” 

			“My friend,” the older mrem answered, “a name is something to be guarded, not given lightly. I choose to guard mine well, because being known has a whole range of problems.” 

			Again Crethok was furious. “Do you know who I am?” he hissed. 

			“No,” said the other. “I have never heard of any Crethok, nor do I wish to know more than that you are a braggart.” 

			Crethok sat down. Disgust raged on his face, and he bent his head backward and clawed his skull with his hands. He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could start the older mrem stepped toward him. 

			“I will throw last,” he announced, and the whole inn gasped. 

			Knifing was illegal in every city, but in the taverns of the steppes and the mountains it was practiced quite commonly. The idea was to loose a series of birds in a large room in the back of the inn, and as they flew the players would take aim with their knives and throw to kill. The first bird was large, the second smaller, and the third smaller yet, and so on. Whoever brought the bird down was credited with a kill, unless the opponent could show his throw had already injured it. In that case, the first knife took the credit. 

			Part of the contest, therefore, was to determine who threw first. The first thrower had the clear advantage. 

			“Do you understand the game?” Challro asked the newcomer. 

			“Yes.” 

			“And do you understand that if Crethok wounds the bird he will get the credit, no matter how small the wound?” 

			“Yes, I know that too.” The beige mrem showed no hint of surprise, emotion, or fear. 

			“Then why do you offer to throw last?” The question was Crethok’s, not Challro’s. 

			The older mrem sighed. “In each knifing contest I’ve seen, the contest to see who throws first is more intense than the knifing itself. I get bored with all the preliminaries,” the stranger explained. 

			Challro smiled. Crethok looked puzzled. 

			“We have an interesting twist to the game here,” the clansmrem said. “Disputes over who downed the bird are settled by a true knife-duel.” 

			The other nodded. “So I’ve heard.” He paused, then asked, “Do you allow a dance-duel?” The inn murmured. 

			Crethok sneered. “Some might,” he muttered. “I don’t.” 

			“I see,” came the reply. “Shall we start?” He started toward the knifing room. 

			“Wait!” Crethok shouted. “What about the stakes?” 

			The other stopped and turned around. “If you win, I give you everything I’m carrying. If I win, you give me everything you’re carrying. That should take care of it.” He turned again. 

			The clansmrem barked, “How do I know you have anything in your pockets? All I see is a knife, a sword, and some rat-eaten clothes.” 

			Again the newcomer stopped, but this time he did not turn. 

			“Some here believe you have nothing, Crethok,” and he walked into the knifing room. Crethok spat on the floor, then followed behind. The rest of the inn fell into place. 

			Crethok killed the first two birds with ease, then claimed the third on a wound. He claimed the fourth, too, but his claim here was weak. The bird had certainly been wounded, but every spectator clearly saw Crethok’s knife miss by a tiny margin. The fourth bird went to the beige mrem, and he took the fifth as well. When they came to the sixth, the game had grown intense. 

			It was small, this bird, and it could well be the last. If both missed three times the game ended and it was set free. The rules of the game demanded that neither player know in advance how many birds would be loosed, and contests ranged from three to sixteen. Much depended on what birds had been captured, of course, since each succeeding bird had to be smaller than the previous one. In a small inn like this, four birds was a common total, while ten was very unlikely.

			Blue and small, about the size of an adult mrem’s palm, the bird beat its wings into the air. Its pattern was chaotic, and it almost hit the walls with each burst of speed. Crethok watched it for a few seconds, then steadied himself and took aim. 

			He threw. His knife sliced through the air, leading the bird by what seemed exactly the right amount. But at the last second the bird dodged upwards, and Crethok’s knife hit the wall on the far side of the room. He had missed, this time without any doubt. 

			The newcomer planted his feet and prepared to throw. He drew his knife behind his ear, waited until every spectator was ready to scream, then snapped his wrist. The knife met the bird perfectly, and its head fell cleanly away from its body. 

			“Next bird!” Crethok shouted hoarsely. “Loose the next bird!” 

			“No!” the beige mrem shouted. “Wait for a moment.” He strode into the center of the room and picked up his last kill. 

			“I declare the game over,” he said. “Crethok has cheated.” 

			Crethok screamed and charged toward his opponent. Four mrem jumped from the sidelines and tackled him. He wrestled, but he could not break loose. 

			“He has the right,” Challro said, walking into the center of the room. “All he has to do is prove it. If he doesn’t, he loses automatically.”

			The newcomer held the bird high. “This bird has a breast wound,” he said. “And we all saw the flight of the two knives. Crethok’s missed, and mine cut off its head.” He paused. “It couldn’t possibly have a breast wound, unless...” Again he stopped, and he looked toward the innkeeper. “Unless that mrem is under Crethok’s pay.” 

			Challro took the bird from the beige mrem and examined it. 

			“He’s right,” the crimson-colored mrem announced to the spectators. “The bird has been tampered with.” 

			“How many more have you done this way?” the newcomer demanded of the innkeeper. The innkeeper shook his head violently, muttering something about Crethok, denying any involvement whatsoever. 

			“I will loose the seventh bird,” said Challro. “Both of you will inspect it first.” He kicked the innkeeper out of his way and took the cage. Reaching inside, he grasped the bird and showed it to the throwers. 

			“It’s fine,” said the newcomer, and Crethok only grunted. 

			Crethok’s first throw missed by inches, the beige mrem’s by less. On his second throw, Crethok stumbled, his knife hitting the floor in front of him. He wavered now, cursing in his drunkenness at his inability to stay steady. The other missed again, and with his third throw Crethok vomited. The newcomer reached over, took Crethok’s knife, and hit the bird square in the heart. Crethok fell to the floor. 

			“Get some water,” the newcomer said to Challro. The crimson mrem did so, throwing it over the prone clansmrem. When he sputtered back to his senses, the newcomer crouched down near him. 

			“My payment, Crethok,” he said, a broad smile on his face. 

			“In a moment,” mumbled the clansmrem. He shook his head and stood up, reaching into his pockets. 

			Suddenly from his hand a small knife flashed. The clansmrem snapped his wrist, and the knife buried itself into the newcomer’s stomach. Crethok darted from the room before anyone moved, and was out of the tavern and into the woods within seconds.

			Challro raced after him, tackling him against an old, gnarled songomore. Dragging the clansmrem back to the inn, he carried him upstairs and laid him on a bed, tying his hands and his feet with ropes. Ordering a guard to stand watch over him, the crimson mrem ran downstairs and out the door. 
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			“Leave him.” Crethok heard the voice outside the room. 

			“I am under orders,” the guard replied. 

			“Yes,” said the lower voice. “And now you are under mine.” A short silence, and then a clink of coins. “Now, leave him. I will take care of him.” 

			Crethok listened to the guard’s voice say, “As you wish, my lord,” and the door to his room opened. 

			The mrem was light-colored, his fur the color of sand, and he wore a deep green robe over worn leather trousers. He was young, and his eyes blazed through Crethok’s throbbing head. As Crethok watched, the younger mrem sat on the bed beside him, unsmilingly staring deep into his eyes. 

			“You are stupid, Crethok,” he said. “What purpose would killing a traveler possibly serve?” 

			“He insulted me,” the clansmrem said angrily. “He said I cheated.” 

			“Didn’t you?” the other cut in. 

			“Do you accuse me, too?” Crethok rasped. He raised himself on his elbows. 

			Pushing him back down, the light-colored mrem stared hard into his face. “Lie there, and be silent,” he ordered. “I have no patience with stupidity. You killed that mrem because you had lost a bet you could not fulfill. That is all.” 

			Crethok closed his eyes, trying to escape the other’s fierce stare. “Yes,” he said at last. 

			The other released him. “I have paid him your debts,” he said. “He has gone his way.” 

			Crethok started. “But he was dead,” he stammered. “I saw it with my own—” 

			“Your own what?” came the question. “You didn’t stay around long enough to see anything. He lived, and now he is gone. The one called Challro is gone with him.” He paused, then added, “You owe me more than you can possibly pay.” 

			Crethok sat up. “I don’t even know you,” he muttered. “Why did you do this for me?” 

			“Because I want you to work for me.” The younger mrem’s tone was sharp and assuming.

			Crethok snorted. “I work for no mrem, my friend, only for myself.” 

			“Not anymore,” came the matter-of-fact response. “As of now, Crethok, brother of Arklier, you work only for me.” And his eyes pierced Crethok’s brain once more. 

			“This is insane!” Crethok spat. “Why would I work for you?” 

			“Because you want power, and so do I. Apart, we can do nothing. Together, we might do much. That is as much explanation as I will give. 

			“I have paid all your stupid gambling debts. I can give you much more. I can give you enough money to raise your own army, so you will have all your brother’s power. And I can give you even more, enough to maintain a retinue and buy your own followers.” He paused, holding up a full purse. It clinked of gold. “Need I add more?” 

			Crethok’s eyes brightened, but then they squinted. “Yes,” he replied, “I need that money. But what would you have me do in return?” 

			“Serve the Eastern Lords.” 

			Crethok felt a blow to his heart. All his life he had feared the Eastern Lords, much more than he had feared Arklier, Ar, or even the Na-mrem from the south. But that was as a child, a myth from tales old when his grandfather heard them. It was more likely this mrem was from some city, wishing to gain the strength of a highland clan for its petty feuds. 

			Here was a chance to do what he wanted, a chance to defeat his brother and become the ClanMrem, leading his armies wherever he would. He distrusted this light-furred young mrem, but if he did only half of what he promised Crethok would be set for life. 

			It took him but seconds to make up his mind. 

			“I will serve them,” he said, “even though you will have to teach me how.” 

			In the next room the scullery maid moved her ear from the door. Minutes later she was in the wine cellar, seemingly asleep. 
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			How long is this going to last? Mithmid thought with wilted whiskers. He let himself slide further down the wall. Its rough finish scratched pleasantly beneath his matted fur. He’d been there forever, it seemed, ever since the dawn so many hours before. If something was going to happen, surely it would have happened by now.

			But then, he had no idea what exactly was supposed to happen. He had been sent here, somewhere on the third floor of the palace, to keep watch over someone he’d never seen before.

			The female had fur of a dark cream color, and even though she was quite old he found her still beautiful to behold. The only thing was that all she did was sleep.

			Well, not sleep, actually. According to Berrilund, what she was doing was magically listening to the thoughts of other magicians throughout the world. Apparently, it was something only the very skilled could do, and Mithmid wondered as he watched whether his own skills would ever be that great. But he wondered, too, if in fact this female had any skills at all. She had done nothing all day but lie on her bed with her eyes closed, and to Mithmid that seemed an awful lot like sleep. 

			Earlier in the day, he had even wondered why he, rather than anyone else, had been asked to perform guard duty. With two Council meetings under his belt, he was beginning to consider himself quite a clever young mrem, and guard duty seemed well beneath his capabilities. But then he reasoned that, as junior Council-member, he was the obvious choice for the job, and for a time he was satisfied. Now he was no longer insulted. What he was, instead, was bored. 

			Suddenly the female sat up. Her cream-colored face was contorted, her teeth showing as she opened her mouth. Her eyes stared straight ahead for a moment, and she seemed to be having trouble breathing. Mithmid stepped toward her, then hesitated. He had been told to let her alone, and he did not know what to do.

			But when he saw her arm rise and her hand reach out, and when he saw her claws extend to their full length from her fingers, he knew he must wait no longer. Leaping toward the bed, he grabbed her arm and held it motionless. Then he shook her, and her head dropped to her chest. 

			When she raised it, she looked exhausted. She searched Mithmid’s eyes for a moment, as if she did not recognize him, and then she swung her legs over the side of the bed and struggled to her feet. 

			“The Lords,” she muttered. “I have heard them talk of the Lords.” 

			She took a halting step toward the door, then leaned on Mithmid to make it the rest of the way. 

			“Where are you going?” he asked quietly. “Tell me, and I will take you.” 

			“Eronucu,” her voice trembled. “I am weak, Mithmid, and I must get to him quickly. Something is very wrong.” 

			Mithmid nodded. “He will be in the kitchen,” he assured her. “Berrilund told me he would.” 

			She managed a weak smile. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I spent too long listening. Much longer and I might not have come back. Thank you.” And she fell unconscious into his arms. 

			He carried her to a basket and then mumbled an apology as he covered her with a cloth. The basket was heavy, but he could manage it. Who would notice someone carrying a basket into a kitchen, or care if they did? 
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			“She is your teacher,” Eronucu said to him. “From her you will learn what you must.”

			The cream-colored female lay on a soft fur rug on the table in the Council-room, and Eronucu looked at her with concern. She was weak, that was certain, and she hadn’t awakened since she had last spoken to Mithmid. The young mrem saw in Eronucu’s eyes a very deep love, and he wished he could will the female to rise. 

			“I do not even know her name,” Mithmid said at last. 

			“She is called Flanrial,” said the older mrem. “What her real name is nobody knows. Not even I.” 

			“Then I will call her as she wishes to be called,” Mithmid replied respectfully. 

			Eronucu shook his head. “You’ll do nothing of the kind. When she wakes up, you will call her ‘Teacher’ or ‘Mentor.’ Nothing more, nothing less. She deserves at least that much.” 

			“I meant no wrong,” Mithmid apologized. 

			The older mrem smiled. “I know. And forgive me for being short. I am worried. But she is your teacher, Mithmid, the best teacher any wizard has ever had. She chose you.” 

			“Chose me? I didn’t know.” 

			“There was no way you could have known.” Eronucu touched Mithmid’s shoulder. “She had heard of you, and she listened to your thoughts. She has that power, although she rarely uses it. What she heard she will not say, but she wants your teaching all for herself. That, Mithmid, is an enormous honor.” 

			Mithmid smiled broadly, but when he saw her face his smile faded. “Will she live?” he asked. 

			“Yes,” Eronucu said. “But she will be weak for a long time.” 

			Flanrial stirred. 

			Laying his hand on her forehead, Eronucu closed his eyes and whispered. Mithmid could not hear him, and he doubted he would understand even if he could. 

			She awakened. Her eyes were a deep blue, the blue of a deep, clear sea. Mithmid had never seen eyes so beautiful, for in Ar blue eyes are rarely seen. She looked at Eronucu and smiled, and then she held out her hand to him. When they touched, her eyes turned green once more. 

			“The Lords,” she whispered, the smile dropping from her face. “I heard them speak of the Lords.” 

			“What about the Lords?” Eronucu asked, his fur bristling. 

			“The Eastern Lords are preparing to march,” she said weakly. “They have already started to form.” 

			Eronucu nodded, his face grimacing as if in pain. “Is it time?” he asked her. 

			“Yes,” she nodded. “The Three must be seen again.” 

			Eronucu turned to the young mrem. “Spread word, Mithmid, that the Three are abroad in Ar. Spread it slowly, so as not to arouse suspicion, but make sure everyone of importance knows it. And find Sorilia, and send her here. She is the best at illusions, and the mysterious Three must truly be seen.” He turned back to Flanrial, whose eyes were now closed. 

			“I have told your student far too much,” Eronucu admitted, “but he must know the danger and the importance.” When she did not reply, he said, “I will explain what I can when he returns.” 

			He touched her cheek with the back of his hand, then turned to face Mithmid with tears in his eyes. “Go now,” he commanded, and Mithmid ran from the room.
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			“SHE HAS COME! The Dancer has arrived!” 

			The shouts rang through the village. Talwe heard them, not with the excitement of the children, nor with the awe of the villagers, but rather with apprehension, worry, and guilt. The Dancer’s arrival, after all, meant not only the yearly feast in her honor, but also her judgment of those the village would have judged. 

			This year, Talwe was the only one.

			Three times he had wronged the village, or so the accusations went. He had used magic in the Hunt, he had lost two herd beasts, and he had disappeared from the village with no reason. He would not admit he had gone to try to find the gold-eyed mrem. As he stood now among the others, staring toward the afternoon sky in the west, he realized one very disturbing fact. All the accusations, no matter how unfair, were nothing less than the truth.

			Any one of them could lead to his banishment; three together could lead to his death. 

			Still, he had a couple of things in his favor. Torwen liked him, and so did Dalriatar. And Arigain still favored him, so far as he could tell. But Orrintar seemed more and more to be against him, and Forun was gaining support, spurred on by Arigain’s attentions. When Morian had refused to be Forun’s woman, Forun had sent a screech to the heavens to call down the gods to bring doom on her and on Talwe.

			For all Talwe knew, the gods had just arrived. The Feast of the Harvest would begin tonight, and the Dancer who would judge him would dance it. Nothing would be done until tomorrow. Tonight, Talwe could drink until he forgot. Free unless he tried once more to escape the village. 

			Over the hill to the west the Dancer’s company now appeared, and the villagers ran to form the Greeting. On either side of the trail they lined up, in order of their age, the youngest at the front and the eldest at the rear. At the very last, across the trail at the entrance to the village, stood Orrintar and Dalriatar. Between them stood Torwen.

			The villagers all wore capes today, and the colors were magnificent. Reds and golds and the deepest greens and blues glimmered in the late afternoon sun, and even the light brown capes of the children took on the color of the earth they represented. Talwe looked into the sky and saw two white aegels high above them, and he smiled as he thought of the sight they must see. These were the colors of the Harvest, and they were also the colors of the songomores in the fall.

			Now she was near, and the singing began. It was the Song of the Harvest, and when they had finished they chanted the Song of the Dance. For this day was the Dancer’s, and it was also the day of the Goddess of the Harvest, and for the mrem of the village it was the day the Harvest would prove they were worthy. In years of bad Harvest, the Dancer did not come. There was no food to feast on and her presence would be an added burden.

			Six uxen pulled three large wagons. The uxen were sleeker than those of the village herds, and their hair was not brown but rather almost gold. Their harness was strong, and the shafts of the wagons, like the wagons themselves, were stained white with streaks of gold. Groomed and washed, the uxen drew gasps from the village children.

			In the lead wagon rode three guards. By tradition, the Dancer’s retinue included six guards, three male and three female, and also by tradition the female guards entered the villages and cities first. They were tall, these females, taller than any villager and under their red and white cloaks their bodies were full and muscular. Always the rumors were that they gained their lead position by defeating the male guards in contests of strength, but if such contests existed no one had ever seen them. Their tails were held high.

			Riding with the female guards were the musicians. They, too, were women, and their lives were spent providing music for the Dancer’s dances. They spent their traveling time perfecting their skills, learning new music, and trying to become perfect. Talented and blessed with the experience of many, many Harvests, the musicians could make their audiences weep, laugh, or despair, entirely as they willed. When the Dancer danced, she wove her magic around these musicians’ brilliance.

			At the rear of the procession came the wagon of the male guards. Their lives, it was said, were lonely. Strong, swift, and highly trained in weaponry and the tactics of battle, they existed solely to protect the Dancer, and their loyalty, once established, must always remain perfect. If it faltered, they were killed. 

			What made their lives worthwhile was the law of the land. Any who fought a Dancer’s guard, whether that guard was male or female, and whatever the result of the fight, was instantly marked for death. And the death was the responsibility of the village or city of the accused. Until they brought his body to a Dancer, all other cities were forbidden to trade or even communicate with them. If the guard was killed and the offender escaped, this trade ban would automatically last a full year.

			No city, and few villages, were self-supporting. An Edict of Banning was powerful and devastating. Most placed under the edict were simply abandoned. 

			On his second day Talwe learned what could wait if he were found guilty. Dancer’s Guards who proved themselves by a heroic act or years of faithful service were assigned to guard the cloisters and temples in the cities. Here they were free to marry and were highly respected. But the prospect seemed distant to a newly recruited guard.

			In the middle wagon rode the Dancer. Her fur was dyed white, and her eyes were green, and when she narrowed her eyes to look at a mrem she brought to that mrem either fear or joy. Beautiful, intense, and some said harsh, she entered Talwe’s village with a look of sadness and of weariness. Talwe hoped the singing would help cheer her.

			Beside the Dancer sat a pure white mrem, more beautiful than Talwe had ever seen. She sat straight, turning her head slowly from side to side, examining, almost inspecting, the line of the greeting as she passed. When she looked on them the children stopped singing, and some of the youngest burst into tears. Her gaze was fierce, and it was not kind. 

			In front of Torwen and the elders, the lead wagon stopped. Dalriatar and Orrintar raised their left hands in salute and in a gesture of obedience, and Torwen approached the guards. He stopped a few strides in front of them, lifted his head, and spoke so all could hear. 

			“I am Torwen, and I would have the Dancer enter our village. We will protect her, and we will keep her well. We ask, in return, only that she dance for us the Dances of Truth and the Harvest.” 

			The tallest of the three guards stepped down from the wagon. Approaching Torwen, she extended her left hand toward him. When he took it, she said in a strong voice, “I am a guard of the Dancer, and I ask your leave for her to enter your village. You must protect her, and you must keep her well. Do these things and she will dance for you the Dance of Truth and the Dance of the Harvest.” 

			Torwen raised his free hand. “It is agreed,” he shouted, and the villagers sang their approval. 

			Even the Dancer smiled at the song, but the white mrem at her side did not seem to hear it.
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			 She writhed as she danced, her body a continuous flowing and her arms waving like stalks of grain in the wind. First she was a river, and then a storm, and she danced the sound of the earth as it drank the water from the sky. Those who watched saw the planting of the seeds, and the birth of the grain, and the coming to term of the growing of the Harvest. A short, tan skirt clung to her whitened fur.

			They had seen the Dance before, nearly every year of their lives, but each time it moved them till they wept. They wept for the joy of being alive; and sometimes in fear, especially when the Dancer danced the strength of the winds and the heat of the summer. But mostly they wept because the Harvest had come and they would once again eat through the long winter.

			The storm ended and the music was clear and soft, breaking often in a series of gentle, happy climaxes. The Dance of the Seeds drew music that burst, and the Dance of Growth drew long, slow crescendos. But now the Dancer stood high on her toes, tail raised, her arms arcing slowly and gracefully over her head until her hands touched. As they met all the music stopped, except for one long, solitary note from a high-pitched reed. This was the moment of Harvest, and with the Dancer’s next step would come the Dance of the Future. 

			She did not take it. Instead, leaping and turning, coming from nowhere, the young whitefur in a starkly white skirt entered the Dance.

			She was strong, dancing with vigor and energy, and yet her expression was impassive. As she drew closer to the older dancer the white female also began almost imperceptibly to move to the rhythm of the musicians. The new dancer was closer now, and to the spectators her movements seemed to blend into those of the gently swaying Dancer. The white mrem moved her arms down the older one’s body, her tail still oscillating in time with the older female’s gentle movements, finally standing up and reaching along the Dancer’s arms until all four hands met. And then the white-furred mrem separated the other Dancer’s hands, forcing them down until the Dancer fell to one knee and bowed her head, and the young female leaned over her and covered her all in white. 

			Talwe smiled. This was winter, of course, but at no other Harvest had he ever seen it performed. Winter was harsh, and in the mountains they would see the white of snow. But now that harshness gained a beauty all its own, as the whitefur blanketed the Dancer and the musicians played the sounds of the cold.

			Both dancers knelt unmoving and then burst together into the Dance of Life Reborn. When it was over, the two dancers stood as the village sang the Song of the Harvest once more, and then the children formed a circle around the Dancers and sang their own songs. The older Dancer smiled to see them, and in the light of the moon even the whitefur’s expression seemed to soften. 

			But even here she did not smile. 

			Then came the feast. All around the village circle the villagers sat, as the youngest of the hunters served from the bunda that roasted over the fires at its four corners. This was the bunda Talwe had slain, and normally he would have had the honor of offering the first piece to the Dancer. In view of the judgment, it had been deemed best by the elders that he forgo the honor. Earlier this would have outraged him, but now he simply let it pass.

			Then the females served cakes and breads, made from every kind of grain. Butter and cheeses also filled the wooden plates spaced along the blankets upon which they sat. All this time the villagers dipped their cups into the huge pots of wines and other fermented juices. There was even sweet syrup made just for this day, and the children lined up for a cupful to dip their graincakes into. 

			Together in the circle sat Torwen, Orrintar, and Dalriatar. Beside Orrintar sat the older Dancer, and on Dalriatar’s left side sat the young white newcomer. As one of the hunters, Talwe sat a little way down from her, but as he ate he stared at her almost constantly. Occasionally, he thought, she returned his gaze.

			At last the first eating was done, and the hunters were allowed to approach the Dancer. Talwe saw Forun talking to one of the male guards, and the two were clearly sharing a jest of some kind. Ondra, always the bravest or most brash, approached the elder Dancer first, taking her hand and rubbing the back of it over the fur on his cheek. She smiled her approval at him, and he approached the whitefur. 

			She gave him her hand, and he put it to his cheek. But when he spoke to her, he quickly drew back. Talwe watched as his friend turned away from the whitefur and walked back toward him. Ondra’s eyes were filled with tears. 

			“What did she say?” he asked.

			“Nothing,” said Ondra, and Talwe could tell he was in no mood to talk. He left his friend sitting with his head in his hands, ignoring even the sweetcakes that the young hunters were bringing around. 

			Talwe greeted the Dancer, who remembered him from the year before, and who knew that the next day she would be judging his errors. When she released him, he turned to Torwen and took the old mrem’s hand, as he did with Orrintar and Dalriatar. 

			He came at last to the beautiful young Dancer, and he took her hand and put it to his cheek. He stared into her dark green eyes, and unrelentingly she stared back. When he could hold his stare no longer, he said. “You have hurt my friend. Why?” 

			She flinched. Unexpectedly, he had surprised her. To press his sudden advantage, he asked, “What did you say to him?” 

			Her voice was soft, but it was not gentle. “I said to him what I will say now to you. I do not speak to young boys... or unwashed Da-mrem.” She paused, and a thin smirk crossed her lips. “He seemed to take offense.” 

			Talwe felt insulted, but he did not leave. “He is an experienced hunter,” he said, “not a young boy. You did not judge him correctly.” This, he knew, was as good as blasphemy. 

			“You are Talwe, are you not?” she asked quietly. 

			“Yes.” 

			“Tomorrow you are to be judged, are you not?” 

			Again, “Yes.” 

			“Then I suggest you are unwise to comment on my ability to judge. Tomorrow you yourself will be subjected to my judgment.” 

			Her eyes were cold as she spoke, but he caught in her voice a note of mockery. 

			He muttered, “The Dancer will judge. You will not.” 

			She withdrew her hand. “One day I will be Dancer, Talwe. I am being trained even now. Would you test my power to judge you?” 

			He said nothing. 

			“Leave me,” she ordered. “Others wish to see me.” 

			A hand grabbed his shoulder. Turning, he looked into the eyes of the female guard who had led the Dancer into the city. “You must leave now,” she told him, and grabbing his arm she led him away. 

			“I will warn you only once,” she said as they walked. “Do not go near her again. She is far above you, and she despises you just as she despises all who live in the wilds.” She stopped and glared at him. “Speak to her again, and I will strike. Do you understand?” 

			He nodded. There was nothing else he could do. He would not be allowed to strike back. 

			Suddenly he heard a voice rising above the rest. Looking back to where he had come from, he saw Forun engaged in conversation with the Dancer. Talwe knew that he was speaking to be heard by all, and he knew as well that Forun was talking about him. 

			“How do you punish magic?” Forun asked her. 

			She straightened. “The old punishment was banishment, sometimes death. Now we have only banishment, but the instances are very few. Only outside the cities do any worry about magic any longer. Inside the cities, it is feared, but even accepted.” 

			The first part of the answer was a ritual, but Talwe hadn’t heard it before. He had always hated the cities, as all the villagers had, because they thought of the villagers as fools and idiots. But now he wondered if maybe he belonged in a city, where his unwanted magic would no longer be a sin. 

			“We have a magician here, my lady,” Forun continued. “And he has practiced magic in front of us.” The villagers gasped. “Tomorrow when you judge him, will you not banish him, according to your law?” 

			The Dancer was taken aback. “There is no proof as yet,” she said hesitantly. Then, recovering herself, “And the judgment will take place tomorrow, not tonight.” She tried to turn away, but Forun would not stop. 

			“But he is not only a magician, Dancer,” he said. “Talwe is also a spy.” 

			“What?!” Talwe shouted, and the Dancer’s guard gripped him tightly. 

			“A spy, Talwe!” Forun returned the shout. “I went into the forest after you returned from it, and I found the tracks of many mrem. I knew you had lied about the songomores, and I wanted to see why you had gone in. Several strides in, I found this.” 

			He held out his hand to the Dancer. From it she took something small, too small for Talwe to see. 

			The Dancer gave it back. “It is of no importance to me now, Forun,” she said. “Tomorrow I will—”

			“By tomorrow he may be gone!” Forun yelled. “This is fur,” he cried to the villagers. “Fur I found in several places in the forest. And the fur is the color of Talwe’s fur.” Over the din he screamed, “In the songomore forest Talwe met with mrem of his own kind, and he gave them our herd beast as proof of his loyalty!” 

			The village erupted. 

			Breaking free from the guard’s grip, Talwe raced toward Forun. From a few steps distant he dove toward him, and his elbow hit hard on Forun’s throat. Forun fell, clutching his neck, and one of the Dancer’s guards jumped on Talwe. She was quickly joined by a male guard, and together they held the furious mrem apart. 

			“You lie, Forun!” Talwe screamed. 

			Forun stood up. “The Dancer will decide,” he spat. “Tomorrow, at the Dance of Truth.” His smile was broad. 

			Talwe looked up and he saw the young white Dancer slowly shaking her head. 
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			 He lay on the floor of his hut, a blanket thrown carelessly over him. Outside the hut stood one of the guards. He was a prisoner, because of Forun’s words. He had not planned to leave; now he could not escape. 

			Nor was he sure he wanted to. Forun would do everything to have him banished, perhaps even killed, but there was little he could prove. Still, he had roused the village against him, at least those who didn’t like him anyway. His only hope was the ability of the Dancer to judge fairly. And if the judgment was to be done by the whitefur, well, anything could happen. 

			He heard talking outside the hut, but he could not make out the voices. Suddenly the door opened, and a white figure passed through. She stepped forward in the dark, and Talwe reached to light his lamp. 

			“Don’t,” came the whitefur’s voice. “I don’t want to alert the village.” 

			“You are welcome,” Talwe said. 

			“That doesn’t matter,” she replied haughtily but matter-of-factly. “You are in trouble, Talwe.” 

			In the dark he furrowed his eyebrows. Of course he was in trouble. “Yes,” was all he could say. 

			“Are you a magician?” she asked. The female was staring at him very strangely. 

			He was stunned. How should he answer? If he told the truth, she could banish him instantly. But he didn’t know if he wanted to lie any more. 

			“I can’t answer that,” he replied simply. There was a glow around this female, something he could almost see. 

			“Of course,” came her whisper. “It was an unfair question. But I will not be judging you tomorrow. Tonight’s actions were far too drastic for the Dancer to ignore.” 

			Talwe stared at her silhouette. “Do you hate me for what I said?” he asked. 

			“And I can’t answer that,” she answered. “But now I must go.” And with that she left the hut. 

			Did I insult her, he wondered? Why did she leave? But then he wondered why she had come in the first place. The whole thing had been very, very strange. 

			He closed his eyes, but he could not sleep. For a long time he tossed in his blanket, but the fear of the next day kept him awake. So, too, did the vision of the whitefur that kept entering his mind—though those thoughts were more pleasant. 

			Another voice pulled him from a doze. A male guard had come to replace the female. Silence again, and again Talwe closed his eyes.

			Finally he slept, and he dreamed of Morian, and then of the Dancer and the whitefur. And then he saw Forun speaking to the guard, and he saw the guard walk toward him with his sword raised high above his head. When he reached him, he brought the sword down. 

			Talwe woke up and rolled to the side. The sword thudded into the floor under his blanket. Jumping up, Talwe dodged a second blow and leaped for the door. Even under attack he knew he dare not fight back, for if he struck the guard he would be marked for death. 

			Out the door he raced, winding among the huts to throw off his assailant. He left the village with the guard far behind him, running toward the hills where he would find a place to hide. By the time he stopped, the guard was off his trail, and Talwe looked for a small cave he had known when he was a boy. 

			The cave was small and familiar, and it bore no smell of liskash. Talwe laid his head on the floor and listened to the stream nearby. Tired and frightened, he decided to stay the night here and return to the village in the morning. 
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			 Arklier felt a hand on his shoulder. Leaping up, he drew his knife and glared at his attacker. When he saw it was Bodder, he relaxed and sheathed the knife. 

			“How many times, Bodder,” he asked angrily, “have I told you not to do that?” 

			“Forgive me, my lord,” Bodder said. “I had no choice.” 

			The ClanMrem’s son saw tears in his companion’s eyes. “What is it?” he asked. 

			Bodder’s voice quavered as he spoke. “The ClanMrem, my lord, is dead.” 

			“Dead?!” Arklier jumped. “How? He was ill when we left, but not as badly as that.” 

			“He died of wounds the healers do not understand,” Bodder muttered. “The clan would have you return immediately.” 

			Arklier nodded. “I will,” he said. “Tell them I will.” When Bodder left, he put his head in his hands and wept. 

			“Dead?” Crethok snarled. “Dead, you say? Why did no one tell me this before?” 

			“No one could find you, my lord,” a tall mrem said. “Some said you were spending your time gambling in the wilds, others that you had found a land filled with women—” 

			Crethok raised his hand. “Never listen to idle tales,” he said. “There is nothing to be gained by it. Now, what arrangements have been made?” 

			The tall mrem spoke. “Arklier has returned and has effected the Burning. He sent many messengers to find you. I was one of them. He wishes to tell you that a new ClanMrem will be chosen at the spring solstice, as the gods demand. He tells you also that he will be leaving for the villages soon, to gain support for himself, and that you perhaps should do the same.” 

			Crethok laughed hoarsely. “Tell my brother I thank him,” he said with a sneer, “but that I shall gain support in my own way. Tell him I shall launch raids with the strong, rather than talk with the weak. Tell him that power alone will decide who shall be ClanMrem. Tell him these things, and then spit in his face.” 

			“I shall tell him,” said the other, “but I cannot do the other.” 

			“Of course not,” Crethok laughed. “You are weak, like him. Go now, before I put you to work.” The tall mrem ran off, and Crethok smirked as he watched him. 

			“Set my mrem in order,” he said to the red-caped mrem beside him. “Tomorrow we raid.” 
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			 “This is Talwe, my lady,” Orrintar announced. 

			“Yes,” replied the Dancer. “I know him.” Then, after a pause, “Where were you this morning?” 

			“I was sleeping in a cave I know,” Talwe said firmly. “I was attacked last night, and I had to escape.” 

			“Attacked?” the Dancer asked. “Who attacked you?” 

			Talwe hesitated, then looked her in the eyes. “One of your guards, my lady,” he said, and he waited for her response. 

			She stared at him for several minutes. Under her gaze Talwe felt suddenly powerless, suddenly without pride. When she spoke, he was as relieved as he was afraid. 

			“We have heard differently,” she said. “Some have told us that they saw you chasing the guard, and that he was holding his arm as if wounded.” He looked up sharply. “What have you to say to that?” 

			“It is wrong,” was his only reply. 

			A female guard advanced. “My lady,” she said, “the others have returned.” 

			Talwe turned and saw the leader of the guards. In her arms she carried a lifeless body, and Talwe saw that it was the body of his attacker. 

			“His throat,” the guard said, “was slashed almost through. We found him near the stream, just to the northwest of the village.” 

			“That is where you were, is it not?” the Dancer asked Talwe. 

			There was no point in lying. “Yes,” he replied softly. “But I did not kill him. I did not even attack him.” He suspected it was the strange mrem he had seen, but it was obvious no one would believe him. 

			The Dance of Truth was harsh that day, and Talwe saw in it a sadness as well. He sat bound by ropes to a songomore near the dance-earth, and with each whirl and leap the Dancer kept her eyes focused straight on him. She danced jerkily, her movements disjointed and sharp, and the music that she danced to was filled with disharmony and unagreeable noise. 

			When she stopped, she stood still for several minutes, and the reed-player held his note all during her silence. Then she pointed to Torwen, and also to Talwe, and together they rose and approached her. 

			“I have no choice,” she announced, “but to begin an Edict of Banning. It will begin immediately.” 

			Torwen cried out in alarm, but Orrintar and Dalriatar stood silent. 

			“Perhaps,” she chastened him, “I should even be declaring one of death.” 

			Torwen fell silent, and his tail twitched nervously. There was a growing murmur from the villagers gathered a respectful distance away. 

			“And Talwe shall be banished from the village forever.” 

			Her voice was low. The murmur died as all strained to hear her pronouncement. 

			Talwe turned away. He had known what her decision had to be, and he also knew it was unfair. But he was neither shocked nor saddened by it, because he knew she had no choice. In her position, he too would have done the same thing. 

			But then he saw the whitefur approach the Dancer, and he turned and saw her whisper in the older woman’s ear. The Dancer stepped back and glared at the whitefur, but under the younger female’s strong stare even she finally relented. “It shall be done,” was all she said, and the white mrem showed the trace of a smile. 

			“I have altered my decision,” the Dancer announced, and the villagers broke into a long, loud murmur. 

			“There will be no Edict of Banning. Talwe will become a Dancer’s guard. In this, one of your village will repay what has been lost. He leaves with me.” And with that she turned and walked toward her wagon. 

			Talwe walked toward the whitefur and nodded. “I thank you, my lady,” he said. 

			“I am not your lady,” she replied, the smile gone completely. “My name is Sruss, but you will have no need to talk to me at all.” 

			She turned from him and strode to the wagon. 
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			“Seven villages in three weeks,” Talwe muttered. “Don’t you think that’s too many?” 

			“No,” replied Crellna. The guard licked the back of his hand. “We’ve done more. Sometimes we’ll do less. We have to cover a large number before the weather gets colder.” As always, he groomed himself as he talked, rubbing his hands over his face and his arms and emitting a soft, tuneless hum. 

			Talwe shook his head. “Perhaps,” he replied. “But I grow tired of the traveling, and I grow tired of the duty. I have even begun to dislike the dancing.” 

			Crellna shrugged. “That isn’t surprising. It happens to all of us, sooner or later.” 

			“How long did it take you?” the darkfur questioned. 

			“About six weeks. Much longer than it has taken you.” The guard stared at his companion. “You seem impatient, Talwe,” he whispered, “impatient for something to happen.” Placing his hand on Talwe’s shoulder, he said, “Don’t be. You are here, and there isn’t much you can do about it. After a year you can ask to be relieved, but by then you won’t want to. Once you’ve been a Dancer’s guard, no village, and few cities, want to keep you.” 

			“Why?” 

			“Because you are dangerous to them. You are no longer a guard, but to them you will always be one. You are thought to have the Dancer’s ear. And that means they fear you, for they think they cannot punish you.” He kept his voice low, and it was both earnest and understanding. 

			Talwe waited a moment, then said, “So it is true about our protection,” he muttered. “We cannot be attacked, not by anybody.” 

			“It is true,” Crellna replied. A pause, then a resumption. “Now, where were we?” 

			Talwe grinned. “You were telling me about the armies of other cities beyond Ar,” he said. “About their tales of something called a chariot.”

			“Yes,” mused the other. “I believe you’re right.” Licking his other hand, he settled into a comfortable position. The wagon bounced lightly over the grass beneath them, and the night was beginning its descent. To their left loomed a forest of trees of many kinds, and straight ahead the forest curved in front of them. In the next few days they would have to brave the dangers of that forest, for their next village was to its north, far on the other side. 

			Crellna was already speaking. “The old soldiers say, and you must remember they say a great deal, that they have met armies in the east who do not use uxen for travel. These armies have a different kind of animal, something we have not seen here. This animal is taller than an uxan, its neck is longer, and it laughs instead of bellowing.” 

			He broke into laughter himself, and Talwe followed suit. “Well,” he continued, “let’s forget the laughing. In any case, what they do with this animal—I forget what it’s called—they strap him to a small cart and charge into battle. This cart, they say, is called a chariot.” He laughed again. “Ridiculous, isn’t it?” 

			Talwe smiled. “No. It sounds interesting.” 

			Frowning, Crellna protested, “But an uxan would never charge into battle. He’d turn and run first.” 

			“That’s true,” Talwe nodded. “But another animal might. What about a bunda?” 

			For a moment Crellna was silent. “Any bunda big enough to pull a cart would be too dangerous.” Neither spoke of the bunda’s magic. “But you’re right. One might be willing to fight.” 

			Again Talwe smiled. “Perhaps these stories are truths,” he said, not expecting a reply. In his mind he saw a host of young bundor pulling tiny carts, each cart carrying two hunters with spears and bows. Nothing, he felt, could stop them. 

			Suddenly the wagon stopped. Talwe jumped down from it and saw, walking toward him, the tall guard from the lead wagon. The guard’s tail was stiff and so always was her manner. Her name was Strace, and her tone was cold. He did not like her. 

			Strace stopped in front of his wagon. “We will stop a mile further on,” she announced, “and tackle the forest at dawn.” She paused. “Talwe, you are to join the Dancer on her wagon.” Glaring, she demanded, “Immediately.” Then she turned and contemptuously walked away.

			“I must go,” Talwe told his companion. “But keep your stories ready for when I return.” He enjoyed Crellna’s stories. Before being summoned to the guard, Crellna had served in a noble’s army in Eiritu, and by the time of his departure he had become a leader himself. So good was he that the king’s brother himself had recommended him to the Dancer. Now Crellna wondered if the king had simply wanted him out of the city. 

			When he reached the middle wagon, he saw the Dancer sitting outside the covering, a thick fur blanket wrapped around her to keep out the cold. “Jump up,” she ordered the young mrem, and Talwe hastily obeyed. He sat himself at her feet, and waited for her to speak. 

			“We have met often of late,” she said, “and yet you say you would learn more. I have little else to teach you of the stories and the songs and the dances of the many villages scattered throughout the land, because much of what I remember you have already learned.” She looked at him warmly and asked, “What is it you would know?” 

			Talwe returned the look. “Whatever you would teach, my lady,” he said. “I am content to learn what you will.”

			Her eyes shone as she smiled. “You speak well, my young guard, but you are not always truthful. I do not know where you keep all your new knowledge, but I know you hunger for something more. You will listen to all I say, I have no doubt, but not all of it do you bother to retain.” She paused and her face grew solemn. “You are after something, Talwe,” she whispered. “I want to know what that is.” 

			“I am after,” he replied, “knowledge that other mrem do not have.” He stopped short, considering his words. She had told him much about the magic of the tribes, and as much as she could about the magic of the cities and of the gods, but he yearned, always, for more. And yet he was wary of her probing, her constant searching through his mind for signs that there was more to him than fighting skill and the strength of his muscles. She wanted to find proof of magic in him, but he was frightened to show her anything at all. She claimed to approve of magic, but he did not know if she was sincere. Perhaps it was her sincerity he listened for. Though she had given him no reason to doubt her. 

			“What kind of knowledge?” she asked. “What do you want to know?” When she received no answer, she said, “I will tell you what I can, Talwe, because I do not think you will misuse what you learn.” A pause, then, “Tell me what you want. I command you to do so.” 

			Talwe started. A command? Could she do this? And then he thought, of course she can do this. She is the Dancer, and outside the cities the Dancer was the law. 

			“Under your command, my lady,” he muttered, “under your command I will answer.” He chose his words carefully. “I want to know, my lady,” again a short pause, “I want to know the knowledge of the gods.” 

			She shook her head. “Only a magician will ever come close to that knowledge, Talwe,” she said, “because the gods are the greatest magicians of all.” She stared at him and asked, “What hope could you possibly have?” 

			“None,” he replied. 

			Again she shook her head. “Not true,” she said flatly. “Only a magician, Talwe, would even want to know.” She did not smile as she said, “I am afraid, my young guard, that you begin to give yourself away. Now go, and come to me when you want to know more... and say more.” She reached out her hand, and Talwe pressed the back of it to his cheek. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the whitefur looking out from the covering, and he wondered how much she had heard. 

			 Probably all, he thought, as he drew his hand away. 

			“There is nothing wrong with magic,” the elder Dancer whispered. “There is only wrong in denying it.” 

			And he saw the whitefur’s eyes dance wildly in the light of the moon.
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			IN THE THREE weeks since the death of his father, Crethok’s army had been busy. They had swept through two entire valleys, seeking out the villages and tearing them apart. There was little enough to be gained from raiding small villages, who lived after all from hand to mouth, but with each victory Crethok felt a stronger sense of power. Besides, after each raid they ate extremely well. While in the villages, they demanded to be treated like lords, and they enjoyed the village females. Best of all, the enjoyment was anything but mutual. 

			He liked his females to scream when he took them.

			One of these now lay in the dawn light naked at his feet, running one hand up his thigh and the other along her own, exactly as he had commanded her. He was tired from yesterday’s fighting and the night before’s female, but under her ministrations he was almost hard again. He leered at the woman, and she bared her teeth in a grimace. She had two thick welts across her back and a small tear in one ear. She had shown spirit, but now he was the conqueror. 

			“Hands and knees,” he commanded, delighting in the tears that welled in her eyes. He knelt behind her and entered her hard, and the sound of her sobs brought fury to his thrusts. 

			He liked having village females. The fur on their breasts was soft, and their legs were slim and muscular. While he stroked he debated staying here forever, demanding a different female every night, but then he remembered that he always chose the youngest and the most beautiful and that there was none left after this one but drooping mothers and tired hags. This thought always made him angry, and he began to pump harder until the female began to scream. 

			When the door opened, he wasn’t yet finished. 

			“Let her go,” a voice commanded, and a sheepish Crethok looked up into the intruder’s eyes. 

			“Cwinyd!” he shouted, pulling out of the female and getting to his feet. “What are you doing here?” 

			“It seems, my friend,” the sand-colored mrem said, “that I should be asking that of you.” He looked at the female and said, “I apologize for this monster’s behavior,” he said to her. “Go now, and rejoin your village. He will not bother you again.” He sounded like a courtier addressing a fine lady. Confused, the young female tried to cover herself with a cloak. 

			“Who the hell are you to say these things?” Crethok asked as she stood up. Despite the surprise he was still hard, and Cwinyd was standing between him and his clothes. 

			Cwinyd grinned. “It is said, Crethok, that a well-placed whip can relieve a mrem in your condition. Do you want proof?” 

			“No,” the other mumbled. He, too, had heard of this, had even thought of trying it some time. But not, certainly, on himself. 

			The female was at the door. Cwinyd reached for her arm and said, “Wait.” His deep brown eyes looked into hers. “I want you to do one thing more. Then you may go. It will not be pleasant for you, but it will be far less pleasant for him.” He smiled and brushed the hair from her face. “Keep him hard,” he commanded, “for a just a few more minutes.” 

			She frowned, reluctant to approach the highlander. But the pale mrem placed his hand on her forehead and after a dozen heartbeats she obeyed. Walking over to Crethok, she knelt at his feet and ran her hands along his legs, touching her body to his as sensuously as she could. Already hard, Crethok began to twitch. 

			“Now to business,” Cwinyd said. “This is the King of Ar’s territory, Crethok, and you’ve been here for almost three weeks. I want you out, moving east, and I want you out now. 

			“Why?” Crethok stammered, the female’s hands now circling his loins. 

			“I have my reasons,” came the reply. Cwinyd was not about to tell Crethok of his plans for Cragsclaw, nor that he wanted him to start getting Lord Sleisher’s attention. Sleisher was holed up in Cragsclaw, and the fortress was impregnable as long as all his forces were there. None of this, of course, was Crethok’s business. Crethok was in his service, and that was all that mattered. 

			“But I am gaining what I—Damn it, Cwinyd, can’t she stop? I can hardly think—” Her mouth was on him now, and his speech was faltering. 

			“You don’t have to think. You need only obey. Stay out of these valleys, and get as close to Cragsclaw as you can.” 

			Crethok’s legs twitched and he could hardly focus on the sand-colored mrem. The female had stopped now, fully intent on returning some of her captor’s torture, and all Crethok could see was her partly opened mouth inches away from him. 

			“Sleisher will kill me,” was all he could say. 

			“No,” Cwinyd replied. “You are too strong for that. But I want him to notice you, and I want you to raid where he must defend.” He paused. “This will help you against Arklier, of course. He is doing no fighting whatsoever, content to talk and to make promises. You are showing strength, and what better way to show it than against your clan’s longtime enemy? Is that not true?” 

			The woman’s hands were again on the move. “Yes,” Crethok blurted out. “Yes. Yes. Yes.” He was ready, of course, to say anything, ready to do whatever Cwinyd wanted, ready to forget about being ClanMrem, ready to let Cwinyd take his army, ready to do anything, anything, anything, as long as he could— 

			“Stop!” ordered Cwinyd. The female stood up. “Now stand back and watch. 

			“Guard!” the sand-colored mrem shouted, and a tall, stocky, olive-caped mrem appeared, a sword in his left hand and a whip in his right. 

			“Relieve him,” Cwinyd said, and the guard leered. “Then escort the female back to her people.” 

			He turned and left the hut. A second later the magician heard the crack of the whip, and then he heard Crethok’s scream, a curious mixture of utter pain and utter relief. 

			That maimed member wouldn’t confuse his puppet any more. If it could function at all. 
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			All day they had passed among the trees, and the way had been filled with the scent of autumn. But now the night approached, and Talwe realized they would be forced to camp in the forest depths. Already the dusk was gray, and already his mind was fearful. 

			Always the forest had frightened him, and since his night among the songomores that fear had grown much stronger. He was born in the open, and he understood the open, and he did not like the sounds and the closeness that came with the forest at night. There were too many trees, too many noises, and there was never enough room. 

			When the wagons stopped, he shuddered. 

			“It’s cold,” said a voice. Talwe turned. He looked into the eyes of the young white Dancer. This was the first time she had spoken to him. 

			“Yes,” he replied, unsure of himself. “And it is dark.” 

			She nodded, her face suddenly vulnerable. “I’m not fond of the forest,” she said quietly. “I am from the city.” 

			He smiled inside to hear of her dislike. “Which city?” he asked, trying to sound as if it mattered. 

			“Ar,” she said.

			Ar! To Talwe, Ar had once meant golden towers, the riches of kings, and a wealth of song and of dance and of things he did not know. But it had also been portrayed as the center of all that was base in a mrem, its streets filled with killing, and theft, a place where no one slept soundly or had their own land. One trader had painted a picture that ended with the bleak description that so many mrem were crowded together, talking day and night, that the noise never stopped. 

			Lately, though, to Talwe, Ar meant magic. 

			“I, too, dislike the forest,” he said. “It has been unkind to me.” 

			She smirked. Damn! he thought. Whatever ice had been broken, his words had frozen again. 

			“They’re just trees,” she replied, the smirk dying. “The frightening things are what live among them.” He saw her look around, as if she had heard something. 

			“Perhaps,” he said, “but for my people the trees have wills of their own.”

			She put a finger to his chin, furrowed her brow, and said, “That, Talwe, is why your people will always live in the wilds. That is why they will not build cities. To live in a city, you must understand that trees, like rocks and like rivers, are things to be used.” 

			It was an insult, he knew, but he did not feel offended. Instead, he felt sorry for her. To lose the gods was not something he was willing to do. 

			A short time later he was given permission to leave and was soon asleep. 

			The attack came swiftly, just before dawn when only Crellna, on guard, was awake. The guard’s voice shouted, “Attack!” and Talwe was on his feet in seconds, his sword in his hand and his eyes seeking out the Dancer and the whitefur. Whatever was happening, they must be protected.

			Out of the shadows of the forest poured a host of mrem, knives and swords glittering in the light of the moon. Their fur was dark, but some were many-colored, and most wore mismatched leather armor over their legs and their chests. One raced toward Talwe, and the hunter raised his sword, prepared to fight. Their curved blades arced together and stopped. With his free hand Talwe slashed at his opponent’s eyes, claws bared. The mrem danced back, startled, and lost sight of Talwe’s sword. Within seconds, this attacker lay dead. 

			Talwe turned and slashed his way toward the Dancer. His sword bit into a neck, then into a chest where it grated on bone. He spun as a shiver warned him, but he missed as a short mrem dived under the blow. After this attacker had rolled away and was lost into the darkness, Talwe felt a trickle of blood starting from his right leg. A shiver warned him once more and, whirling on his good leg, he swung with the full strength of his shoulders. This time the head of his assailant fell from its body.

			He saw the Dancer then. She was standing behind Strace, a short sword in her hand, and beside her stood the whitefur, the fur on her back raised high and glinting in the firelight. She was holding only a dagger. To their left one male guard lay fallen and three mrem were advancing on them. To their right one of the female guards was trying to hold off four attackers. Nearby lay the bodies of two musicians, and he could see no other guards standing. More leather-covered mrem burst suddenly from the trees. 

			It was only, thought Talwe, a matter of time before they killed the Dancer. 

			Hissing a challenge, he charged at those facing the whitefur. He slashed through the neck of one mrem, then thrust his sword under the tunic of another. Blood flowed freely over his hand now, and the forest stank of death. He was winning his way through, and the Song of the Hunt rang through his brain. 

			And then the Dancer fell. Strace lay dead at her feet, and the point of a sword showed through her back. The whitefur stood alone now, and her knife looked useless against the six mrem who faced her. 

			“Sruss!” he cried, and then his mind tore free. He wheeled and saw a sword flash toward his eyes. Diving forward, he caught the hilt on the side of his head, and when he fell to the ground a heavy foot kicked him again and again. 

			The blows became muffled and distant. Soon Talwe’s night grew blacker still.
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			“I’M TIRED OF this,” Jremm said aloud. His fur was listless and he itched where it had been scraped against too many rough walls. The streets of Ar were far from unpopulated, even though the dawn was only a few hours off, and Jremm half-walked, half-staggered along them on his way home. One more night without sleep, he thought, and he’d be unable to track an uxan in a pottery shop.

			Not that he was a bad shadow. For the past few weeks he had done nothing but track Draldren and his contacts, following them to discover what he could of their movements. He wasn’t quite sure what Lorleen wanted with the information, but he found it impossible to say no. Lorleen was, without a doubt, the most persuasive mrem he’d ever known.

			It was her eyes, he decided as he walked. Narrower than most, their corners curled up slightly higher than most. Those eyes spoke to him every bit as clearly as her voice. Or, rather, they commanded. Persuasive didn’t quite describe her accurately. 

			Or maybe she used magic. After talking to the likes of Berrilund, and after watching Draldren all these weeks, he was beginning to realize that anything—even magic to help with the daily routine—was more than possible. 

			But now Jremm was tired, and all he wanted was his bed. Day after day he woke to the voice of Errlo calling him to his work, and day after day he poured, formed, and baked an increasingly inept batch of bricks. He shook his head as he thought of his work, wondering why Errlo kept him on. Never much good at his craft, he was too exhausted lately to do anything of any use at all. 

			He had found out nothing all night. Draldren had been at Arbunda’s Rest, but the mrem he had met had gone within minutes, north into the darkness. Uncertain whether to follow them or stay with Draldren, Jremm had decided to stay. He told himself that a truly important meeting would have lasted longer. The truth was he was hesitant to follow into that part of Ar. As it turned out, the decision had been the wrong one; Draldren left the Rest shortly afterward, and the only place Jremm had tracked him to was his house.

			Helpless and furious with himself, he had roamed the streets of Ar for two full hours afterward, hoping to chance against the mrem Draldren had met. Finally he returned to Draldren’s house and waited. For a long time nothing happened, but finally the door opened and a figure emerged into the moonlight. 

			That figure, he knew at once, was Rennilan.

			Jremm started toward her, then stopped and shook his head. Lorleen had ordered him to watch Draldren, not his daughter. But as Rennilan disappeared into the darkness of the upper street, he could hold himself no longer. Draldren be damned, he muttered to himself. Tonight I’ll worry only about her.

			She walked quickly. Jremm followed several strides behind, keeping in the shadows of the widely separated buildings and abundant trees found in this prosperous district. Within seconds, his concern turned to alarm as Draldren’s daughter ventured into a more dimly lit neighborhood, for he suddenly realized Rennilan’s destination. She was headed to the area of the city north of Arbunda’s Rest, that part of Ar where the night was most dangerous. In all his nightly assignments, that was the only section he had never found the courage to lurk in. 

			And now Rennilan was in it, and she was alone. He hurried to keep her in sight.

			No torches lined the walls of these buildings, and no young guides offered to help you find your way. Here the city even looked raw, with buildings made only of unbaked bricks, patched with cakes of mud, and roofs that often gaped open to the stars. The streets themselves, and many of the houses, were physically clean, but behind the cleanliness—which was, after all, an easily upheld law—lay a deeper filth that few in Ar could even begin to imagine. This was the stain not of poverty—the city had its share of that—but of hatred and of murder. This was a place the gods were slowly forsaking. A place where, rumors held, liskash could be seen in the night. 

			Jremm shuddered. He knew the tales of the liskash were untrue; they would be scented and hunted by the guard. But he wondered if they would always remain so. The growth of the north section was one of Andelemarian’s few great failings as king. Once the king had made attempts to clear it; now that he was old he was beginning to lose interest. With the stories of the clansmrem raids to the north, and of the rising power of the Na-mrem, the king could no longer look to comparatively petty concerns inside the city.

			In some ways, this disturbed Jremm more than anything else. He knew vaguely of the threats to Ar, and that the knowledge was beginning to spread throughout the city, but nobody seemed to be doing anything about it. From his conversations with Mithmid—and lately with Lorleen—he knew as well that his own undercover work had something to do with countering the threats and some mysterious enemy from the east. Here too he felt that nothing real was being done. Whatever Draldren might have done, whatever the noble’s contact with Reswen and the others might mean, Draldren simply could not be the city’s major problem. Jremm was beginning to feel keenly that he was wasting time. 

			Wasting time, he knew, was precisely what he was doing now. To all except him, Rennilan meant nothing.

			Through the narrow streets of the north section he trailed her, staying always in the shadows and always out of her sight. More than once he heard a voice from inside one of the squat, ugly houses, but Rennilan never even slowed down. Her pace was brisk, her destination clearly decided. 

			She rounded a corner. Jremm followed. This new street was narrower than the other, and the light of lanterns leaked through the holes in the walls of the houses. Some nameless thing scurried across the street in front of her, but she paused barely long enough for Jremm to slow his step. 

			Suddenly Jremm realized something he should have known all along. The streets, unbelievably, were deserted. Where were the killers? he wondered. Where were the thieves? Where were the rapists, the mrem who waited for young boys and girls to wander, usually drugged or looking for thrills, out of the safer sections of the city? Had all the stories been lies? 

			Or was something else at work? The night was moonless and dark with clouds, and sometimes darkness held magic. Jremm’s tail twitched twice, reflecting his anxiety. Then he forced it still, afraid she would see the movement. 

			Rennilan stopped outside a small house. For a moment she hesitated, and Jremm saw her head drop slightly. Slowly and lightly he closed the gap between them, until he was a mere eight strides away. Then he stood motionless in the shadows of an unlighted dwelling. 

			She knocked. A moment later, the door opened.

			As she entered, Jremm crept closer. When the door closed he was two steps from it. Waiting for ten heartbeats, he pushed at it gently, and was somewhat surprised to find that it wasn’t locked. The door yielded, and holding his breath he squeezed through. 
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			He was in a small entry, which opened to his right into a small room. There in the darkness he saw the shadows of two figures, one a tall male and Rennilan the other. Like the eyes of all mrem, his focused quickly in the dark, and within seconds he could make out the small bed in the corner of the room. 

			“Welcome,” the male voice said. “You are as beautiful as I was told. But you are also late.” 

			Rennilan spoke quietly. “My father said I should wait,” she almost whispered, “until any who might have seen your meeting would have lost all interest. I am late for that reason.” 

			Jremm heard an unusual formality in her voice. 

			“But our meeting was brief,” the other protested. “We met in the Rest for only a minute or two. Why would anyone have noticed?” 

			The Rest? A minute or two? Then this was the mrem he had seen with Draldren. What did Rennilan have to do with him? He found all the answers he could conjure unacceptable. 

			“I don’t know,” she muttered, her voice now slightly quavering. “He ordered me to come to you, and he told me when I should leave.” 

			“Ordered you?” the mrem’s voice mocked. “Then you would rather not be here?” Jremm winced. He knew she could not safely answer this question. 

			“No,” she replied. “I would rather not.” Jremm admired her courage, but he wondered how smart the answer was. 

			Silence, then, “Good,” came his reply. “I like my females honest.” At the words “my females,” Jremm barely kept himself from springing into the room. 

			So Draldren had sent her. Rennilan’s father had sent her to be with a mrem he had met in Arbunda’s Rest. Indignant and furious, Jremm worked hard not to breathe too hard. His claws extended and he did not bother to sheathe them. 

			“Undress,” the mrem’s voice commanded. “Slowly.” Jremm saw her shadows obeying. 

			“That’s right, my beautiful Rennilan,” the smooth voice continued. “Cwinyd likes it when his females do as he likes.” And as her last garment fell, Jremm crept silently out of the door.

			Cwinyd, he thought to himself. I’ll remember that. And he turned into the street and ran from his hatred and his fear. Blocks away Jremm slowed and walked boldly through the north district. He kept one hand ready to pull the knife from his shoulder sheath. He found he no longer feared some cutpurse would attack. He wanted one to. 
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			“Yes. Cwinyd. That is my name. Tell him I have come.” 

			The sand-colored mrem grasped the leg of a stool, pulled it toward him, and sat down to wait. A few minutes later, a thick, stocky mrem entered and walked toward him. 

			“Welcome,” said the second. His fur was a medium brown, but it was flecked with gold and black and white. Cwinyd smiled. One of his recent females had been exactly that color. 

			The memory was pleasant. 

			Cwinyd nodded. “I have come to pay you, Tangren,” he said. “You have clearly done well.” 

			Smiling broadly, his teeth showing and his whiskers dancing, Tangren replied, “Without your help, it would not have been possible.” 

			“True,” Cwinyd said bluntly. “But you have done well nevertheless.” He reached into his cloak and drew out a small leather pouch. “It’s all here,” he said. “Count it if you don’t believe me.” 

			Tangren shook his head. “You are a mrem of honor,” he announced. “There is no need.” 

			Cwinyd sneered. “I have just paid you in gold to kill several of the palace guards, Tangren. How does that possibly make me a mrem of honor?” 

			The other frowned. “I do not understand....” 

			“It’s not important. Just watch what you say from now on.” He paused, then added, “There’s nothing to be gained by calling me honorable. I find it insulting. Do things only if you stand to gain something.” 

			Nodding, Tangren answered. “I will, Cwinyd. I certainly will.” His tail flicked against the door behind him. 

			Cwinyd smiled when he noticed the nervous gesture. Again he reached into his cloak. This time he pulled out a date. Popping it into his mouth, he began to suck on it as Tangren watched. 

			“You will continue, of course,” he said at last. 

			“Continue what?” the short mrem asked. 

			“Raiding.” 

			Tangren knitted his brows. “I hadn’t planned to,” he said hesitantly. “Except for this raid, we have had little success in the past.” 

			Cwinyd pushed the date into one cheek. “That’s because you didn’t have my help before. Don’t you think?” His voice, as always, was calm, arrogant, and infuriating. Greed was such a wonderful weapon. He could see the other beginning to melt. 

			“Possibly.” 

			“No. Definitely.” A pause, then, “What I want you to do now is start heading further into the valley. Step by step toward Cragsclaw. Lord Sleisher’s forces are spread out, and I want them scattered further. You are in a good position to help.” 

			Again Tangren frowned. “Why should I want to help? I have no battle with Lord Sleisher.” 

			Cwinyd smirked. “Perhaps. But Crethok does, for he alone sees the threat Sleisher presents to the clans. He has tried to warn Arklier, but that one is too weak to act.” 

			Tangren sat straight. “Arklier? Weak? I don’t think so, my friend.”

			Leaning forward, Cwinyd grasped the other’s wrist. His claws were out, and cut into the other’s skin. “I am not your friend, Tangren,” he spat, staring deep into the other’s eyes. “And I do not lie. I’ve warned you not to speak before thinking. I rarely warn anyone twice.” 

			Sitting back, Cwinyd’s voice calmed. “Crethok seeks to destroy Sleisher, to take away that threat forever. Arklier’s only concern is with becoming ClanMrem.” 

			“And Crethok’s is not?” Tangren’s voice was brave, but his eyes were not. 

			“Crethok does not care who is ClanMrem. To him, defending the clan is the only thing that matters.” Again he leaned forward, and again he commanded Tangren’s eyes. 

			Tangren sat tall again, and again he was about to protest. Suddenly he felt something grab at his brain, and for a second his mind went blank. Shaking his head, he looked into Cwinyd’s eyes and said, “You’re right, of course. I’ve been worried about Arklier for a long time.” 

			“Of course,” Cwinyd replied. He closed his eyes to wipe away the sudden fatigue the mental blast had cost him, and some of the weariness he was beginning to feel after several weeks of using too much magic, but he smiled when he realized how well it had worked. Tangren would never know his mind had been changed. 

			“There’s only one thing,” Tangren stammered. He was shaken now, and his protests were weak. 

			“You need more money,” Cwinyd simply stated. 

			The short mrem nodded. His tail flicked in a tight circle. 

			“You will have it,” the other announced. “Crethok himself will deliver it, as soon as he becomes ClanMrem.” 

			Startled, Tangren argued, “But you said he didn’t care to be ClanMrem?” 

			“True,” smiled Cwinyd. “But if you want your clan to continue, you had best start caring yourself.” With one more short bolt to lock his lesson into Tangren’s mind, Cwinyd rose and left the raider’s tent. 

			His hands shook with fatigue, but he was satisfied. The Lords would be pleased. 
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			 Arklier stood high atop the cliff wall, watching the fighting below. Behind him, ordered to stay out of sight, almost a hundred of the clan’s best warriors waited for his order to march. He knew they had yet to understand his orders, but he also knew they would not question or disobey. In the past few weeks he had managed to re-instill fear and respect into his small band of warriors, and he realized now his earlier softness had been wrong. 

			The responsibilities of heading the clan were changing him. Not that he had become another Crethok, though. Unlike his brother, he believed that his warriors were more than just fighters, something beyond the fodder Crethok used his own for. 

			Yes, they were warriors, but they were also valued clansmrem. And when everything was accounted for, the clan—not the fighting—was the only important thing. 

			To watch his brother in the field below was to watch the mrem who disagreed entirely. Crethok’s faction had grown in strength lately, almost frighteningly, and would soon have the support of most of the leaders of the outlying villages of the clan. Twice in the past week Arklier had led his warrior band into a village, and both times he had been made to feel unwelcome, each time by mrem who had been kindly earlier. Crethok had left signs in the villages, but more importantly he had left behind an atmosphere of strength and defiance. Both times Arklier had talked long into the night with the village leader, but when he left the next day he knew he had won no ally. 

			If he did nothing soon, Crethok would almost certainly become ClanMrem. 

			In some ways, that was the knowledge that awoke him. Among the Dancers he had learned patience and the power of perfect movement, but he had come away from them thinking he would instinctively understand how to use that knowledge. Nothing could have been further from the truth. Even now he felt as if he was stumbling his way. 

			For weeks he had led his band on raids, but always he had left the spoils for others. Lately he had abandoned raiding completely in favor of seeking support, but here again he had underestimated the feelings of the clansmrem. Yes, they wanted to give him support, but they would only do so if he were to show them the type of strength they understood. They would support a warrior, not a Dancer. 

			As he watched Crethok in battle, he hoped he was not too late to repair the damage he had done. If he didn’t, if his brother became ClanMrem, not only he but also the clan itself would be in great danger. Crethok was a fighter, but he was nothing else. 

			Why did his father have to die?

			Oh, it wasn’t the death that bothered him. Not really. What it was, more than anything else, was knowing that his father had expected him to take over. He had wanted to be ClanMrem since he had known what such duty meant, but like all young mrem he had never believed his father could die. He had expected, wanted Peorlias to grow older, to rule as an elder, to pass on to him gradually the reins of the ClanMrem’s power. 

			Now he was dead, and Arklier’s day had come. While he had mourned and waited, Crethok had been trying to steal his heritage.

			He watched his brother standing in the rear, shouting orders to his band to advance. At least a hundred there were, a third in one wave, a third in the second, and the final third in the last. The focus of their attack was a guard tower set into the cliff face overlooking the pass, and Crethok’s mrem were advancing to form a semicircle around it. The swords of the first line were drawn, and a few carried ladders, while half of the second had strung and loaded bows. 

			Arklier smiled. Crethok, it was clear, knew what he was doing.

			The guard fired first. Arrows whipped through the air at Crethok’s clansmrem, and five fell. A few other warriors began to fall back, but at a bark from Crethok they took up their positions once more. Another volley, and two more mrem fell, but this time Crethok’s line held. Suddenly he roared, and the swordsmrem in the front charged toward the tower with a deep-throated, hissing scream of attack.

			The tower was ready. Again a stream of arrows sang through the sky, and again the loss to Crethok’s band was more than he could afford. Arklier wondered why mrem would follow one who valued their lives so cheaply. 

			Still more arrows flew, and the clansmrem’s death toll reached ten. At last the first wave reached the tower, and swarmed up the walls. When they kicked open the door, Arklier saw the first guard die. 

			And then he saw the flames through the upper windows. Even across the valley, the ClanSon heard the shrieks of pain from the guards inside. He looked at the charging warriors to find the fire’s source, but could only see his brother was yelling to keep his frightened warriors advancing. Arklier searched through the band, but for a time he saw nothing unusual. 

			Then he spotted, in the middle of Crethok’s small personal guard, a tall mrem in a deep-green robe. This mrem stood perfectly still, his arms held fast at his sides, and at first Arklier did not see his mouth move. But the longer he watched, the clearer it became. Crethok’s personal guard was protecting not Crethok but the green-robe. 

			Crethok with a magician? 

			If it was true, his danger was greater than ever. By himself Crethok was formidable; with the help of magic, he would be unstoppable. 

			By now the clansmrem had breached the tower’s defenses, and Arklier heard the clamor of battle within. A guard was thrown from the upper window, then another from the lower. Each had been burned and decapitated, and Arklier grimaced at the sight. Crethok’s blood-lust was obviously growing stronger. 

			A few guards held out in rooms on the lower levels. The green-clad wizard was resting now, still surrounded by Crethok’s personal guard.

			In less than an hour it was over. Crethok’s warriors yelled their victory, and as the slaughter ended they sang of victory, their wild song easily heard by Arklier’s still faithful mrem. Crethok ordered a group of five to perform the Dance of Killing, and in their own crude, macabre way these began the dance-telling of the fall of the guard. At its climax the few guards who had been captured, all injured, were slaughtered. The show was obviously for the benefit of the wizard, whose posture told Arklier he was mostly bored. It was not, Arklier thought, a very pretty sight. 

			He felt a hand on his shoulder, “The warriors are restless,” Bodder said. 

			Arklier turned and frowned at his Second. “I did not give you leave to touch me or speak,” he snarled. Bodder didn’t deserve this, but Arklier was visibly upset. 

			“My apologies,” the other replied. “But you seemed in need of attention.” 

			The ClanSon shook his head. “What I need, Bodder,” he said as his voice softened, “is not up to you to decide. At this moment I need only to be by myself.” 

			Nodding, Bodder turned away, straining to keep his claws sheathed. Arklier watched him for a moment, then called him back. His Second stopped, then slowly turned again. Into the ClanSon’s eyes he looked, and Arklier’s intensity stared straight back. 

			“We leave at midnight,” he said. “We will follow Crethok wherever he goes. And thank you, friend.” 

			“I’ll tell them, ClanSon,” Bodder replied, less tense. “May I also tell them why?” 

			Arklier shook his head. “No,” he said. “Tell them whatever will keep them happy.” He turned away, and looked again into the valley. 

			He knew now what he had to do, and he smiled at the thought. He would follow Crethok throughout the valley, waiting for the right moment to strike. He would let his brother carry the bulk of the raiding, and he would move in at the end and take what he wanted. It was hardly honorable, but it would help him take away Crethok’s support. Besides, he was no longer among the Dancers, and honor simply didn’t matter here. The clan was all that mattered. What he had learned among the Dancers he would have to forget here. 

			“Bodder,” he said, raising his voice above the noise below. “Tell them we will soon be rich.” Bodder nodded, smiled, and walked swiftly away.
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			TALWE PEERED over the rock. He lay behind it, out of sight of the mrem he had tracked for two days. With them, in the cave beyond, the white-furred Dancer was being held. The raid on the Dancer’s camp had been successful, and as part of their bounty the raiders had taken Sruss. Some had drifted off, probably to homes where they were respected. A large group had broken away to follow a herd of bundor, and could be expected in the morning. Half a dozen or more had taken all of the loot and entered this cave hours earlier. The smell of cooked meat reminded the hunter he had not eaten since before the attack. 

			He heard her voice, and it sounded anything but frightened. “You are nothing to me,” she announced, and Talwe shuddered at what they might do in reaction to her haughtiness. 

			What they did, though, was laugh. “We don’t have to be anything to you, prisoner,” a husky voice said. “But you have to be a lot of things to us.” He stopped briefly. “First,” he continued, “you have to be my female.” 

			“Shut up!” another voice said. “If Rundicor hears that, he’ll have your balls cut off.” 

			The first mrem laughed. “How will he hear, Trorin? He’s sleeping off his drunk. He won’t be hearing anything for a long, long time. And while he’s asleep, this one is mine.” 

			“Touch me and I’ll scratch out your eyes,” Sruss threatened. Talwe could imagine her face as she spoke, and he could imagine as well the sight of her claws as they lunged from her hands. Yes, he thought, she could scratch out his eyes. The mrem in the village were taught to take care with a female’s claws. 

			He heard a slap. “That’s to start with,” the husky voice snarled. “If your claws so much as touch my skin, anywhere on my body, I will pull them out of your hands. And once they’re gone, I’ll pull your pointed teeth out one by one as well.” 

			“For the last time, Okkin,” Trorin’s voice warned, “shut up before Rundicor hears you. You don’t know where he is.” 

			“He does now,” a higher-pitched voice said. “And don’t worry, Trorin, I heard it all. Are you all right, my beautiful one?” he asked with mock tenderness. 

			Sruss’s voice was just as mocking. “I am here in a cave with the ugliest and smelliest mrem I’ve ever seen,” she said. “How can you ask if I’m all right?” He heard her laugh softly. “I’d be better off with a black liskash,” she told her captors. 

			Talwe could hear the mrem in the cave reacting to her insults. He couldn’t make out the words, but there was anger in their tone. 

			“Don’t be stupid, female,” Rundicor’s voice was audible over the others. “Or I’ll find a black liskash and watch you eat your words.” He paused. “And then I’ll watch him eat you. In every way you can imagine.” His laugh was cruel, but Sruss refused to let up. 

			“At least he’d know what to do,” she mocked. Talwe wished she’d stop, before she brought their anger down around her. What could she gain from talking like this? 

			“If you think I don’t,” Rundicor shot back, “you have a great deal to learn. I have shown many females the true usefulness of their bodies, and some have been more beautiful than you. You’re a whitefur, and that makes you different, but I demand my females hot, and you don’t know what hot means.” 

			At last Sruss said nothing, and Talwe lifted his head higher. Inside the cave he saw three mrem in brown cloaks. Two of them held short, double-edged swords. Sruss and Rundicor were deeper in the cave, and he could not see them. 

			He lay quietly, waiting for a chance to do something. He knew he was a good fighter, but he could not begin to tackle five bandits, maybe more. The only chance was to help her escape, but he did not know how. 

			The voices began again. Talwe listened, wondering if Sruss would speak or be silent. He prayed to Inla for her silence, because if she spoke he feared the raiders would kill her. Inla answered, and the White Dancer said nothing. 

			But her captors did. They argued again what they should do with her, and again Talwe heard the disagreements. Some wanted to keep her and use her, because with her beauty even their continued degradation would not spoil her for months. But others sought ransom, and argued that their money-sacks were more important than their cocks. Again and again they yelled at each other, until finally the voice of Rundicor rose above all. 

			“I have decided,” he announced, and the others fell silent. “Tonight we will use her, but that is all. After that, she will stay with me. We will send word to the king in Ar that we hold a Dancer. The ransom will be high.”

			Listening, Talwe shuddered. He knew what they meant by “using” Sruss, but he could scarcely guess the horror for her of the night ahead. Dangerous though it might be, he resolved to act at once. 

			As quietly as he could, he crawled to the side of his rock. Standing up, he brought down first one foot and then the other, making just enough sound to be heard. At first nothing happened, but on the second try a voice rang out. 

			“Something’s outside,” it growled, and Talwe heard the sound of footsteps. 

			Only one, he thought. They’ve sent only one. If Inla stayed with him, he knew now he could succeed. 

			The raider stepped from the cave and looked around. Talwe stood motionless, watching the moonlight gleam from the raider’s sword. Suddenly the raider turned, and Talwe feared he would go back inside the cave. Instead the mrem relieved himself into a bush. 

			But then the bandit turned again, this time moving toward the rock Talwe hid behind. Talwe smiled and tensed his muscles. When the raider touched the rock, the hunter leaped from the shadows at its top and clamped his hands over his prey’s mouth and eyes. He let his claws spring forward, and his opponent was quickly without eyes. An agonized shriek was muffled by the fur of Talwe’s other hand. The neck was next, and in seconds the mrem lay dead. 

			From the cave, the loud voices continued. Talwe knew one of the others could come to look for the one he had killed, so he lifted his victim and carried him away from the rock. Setting him down in the shadows where he hid, he waited again for another bandit to emerge. 

			Within minutes, a total of three raiders were dead, each killed not returning to the cave. Soon they would be missed. So far, Inla had made it easy, but from this point on it would be hard. Talwe lay down and listened to the conversation in the cave. 

			“Where have they gone?” Trorin’s voice demanded. “They only went out to scout around.” 

			“Perhaps they found another whitefur,” came Okkin’s reply. His rough voice sounded grisly as it laughed. 

			“I don’t think so,” Rundicor said calmly. “Okkin, go outside and find them.” Then, after a silence, “Now, Okkin,” he commanded. “I want them back here now.” 

			Okkin’s voice was suddenly quiet. “I think we should just wait for them,” he said. “They can’t be far.” 

			“Then go find them,” boomed their leader. “Find them and bring them back here. They did not ask leave to be gone this long.” 

			A short silence followed. It was broken by Trorin. “Perhaps more than one of us should go,” he urged. “Whatever happened to the others, they left the cave one by one.” 

			“You are right,” replied Rundicor. “You go with him, Trorin.” Rundicor chuckled. “I will stay with the whitefur.” 

			“By yourself?” Okkin asked. 

			“Yes, damn it,” came the leader’s reply. “By myself. If I need help with her, I will go to the tents and get one of the others. I hardly need your help, Okkin.” 

			So there were six, Talwe thought. If he could somehow take care of Trorin and Okkin, Rundicor would be by himself. One mrem, he knew he could handle, even if he was the leader of a band of raiders. If he was quiet enough, those in the tents would not even hear him. 

			Okkin emerged with Trorin at his side. They turned a full circle to look around them, then stepped away from the cave entrance directly toward Talwe. Startled, the hunter crept back two strides, hoping that by doing so he could draw them further from their leader. 

			His foot kicked a rock. In the night’s stillness, the noise sounded like an arbunda’s bellow. He saw Okkin point, and Trorin drew his sword. Talwe stepped back once more, then turned and began to run. 

			“We’ve found someone,” Okkin shouted as the two raiders followed. A part of Talwe hoped that Rundicor would pay no heed, the other feared what would be distracting him if he did not. 

			The hunter ran into the darkness, but he did not try to escape. His first plan had failed when he kicked the stone, alerting the raiders to his presence. The moment that happened he had already formed another. It would be moonless for many hours yet. By running, he would lead the two far away from the cave, lose them, and then turn and double his way back. 

			Once free he would run to the cave, killing Rundicor and freeing Sruss before Okkin and Trorin could return. It was risky, but with Inla’s help he felt he could do it. 

			Among the rocks he raced, along the shadows of the face of the cliff. He was guided by the moonlight and the darksight he had gained as a hunter. His breath still came easily, and he was guided as well by the magic that waited within him. To others it would have seemed uncanny, to watch this hunter know exactly when to turn, exactly when to hide, and exactly when it was safe enough to break into the open, to turn away when a chasm or fallen tree meant danger. But to Talwe it was nothing, it was as natural as the sky and the rivers. He had never understood why the mrem of the village hated him for the things he could do. 

			Far behind he could hear his pursuers, less fortunate in their choices, stumbling through and cursing. 

			He had gone far enough. He dived into a small thicket, cursing himself for stepping on a thorn. Silently he waited, his breathing still strong and unhurried. Okkin and Trorin soon came into his sight, and Okkin was staggering much more than he ran. 

			“I can’t keep this up,” he said to his companion. 

			“Out of shape?” the other mocked. 

			“No,” came the reply. “Drunk, that’s all. I can’t run when I’m drunk. I feel sick.” 

			“I didn’t see you drink,” Trorin protested. 

			“You weren’t watching me all the time,” the other replied. He wheezed as he talked, his breathing deep and labored. Trorin, by contrast, was as fresh as Talwe. 

			Okkin continued. “But forget my drinking,” he said. “Where’s our prey?” 

			“I’ve been looking,” answered Trorin. “Maybe our talking has scared him off.” 

			Shaking his head, Okkin muttered, “Maybe. But for some reason I doubt it. I just don’t feel right.” 

			“You’re drunk. Why should you feel right?” 

			“I don’t mean that,” Okkin now whispered. “I mean this place seems strange. Smells strange, if you understand.” 

			For a moment there was silence. Finally Trorin responded. “You’re right,” he said. “I’ve been thinking that. And who is he, not one of us? But who else knows of the cave?” 

			Slowly they stepped forward, searching the ground for signs of their unknown foe. Talwe watched them approach, waiting as they came near him. The tail of one hung limply. Ten paces away, now six, now four, now thr.... 

			He sprang. Hands in front, claws extended, his mouth and voice a snarl, he jumped from his hiding place straight at the raiders. Both mrem saw him coming, but only Trorin was alert. He dived out of the way, and Okkin took all of Talwe’s force.

			Talwe’s claws slashed through Okkin’s face. Blood flowed from the raider’s forehead and cheek. Talwe landed on all fours, turned, and leaped again in one smooth motion. This time Okkin raised his hands, and in his stupor he managed to force his claws half out. Talwe felt a cut in his forehead as he passed, but he was far too fast for the drunken mrem. He pulled the sword he had taken from the first raider he had killed and struck. The first blow cut deeply into Okkin’s chest; the other ripped open his throat. 

			From behind him, Talwe sensed Trorin about to leap. He waited a short second, then whirled and held out the sword. The raider’s stomach slammed against the hunter’s right hand, twisting to avoid the sword. Talwe let go of the sword, useless at close range, and felt his claws tear through the fur and skin on Trorin’s throat. The other mrem stumbled backward, hissing with pain. Talwe pulled back his hand, and sprang back toward the cave. 

			He heard shouting. 

			Passing his arm through the blood that ran from his forehead, Talwe quickened his pace. He felt tired now, and his head throbbed mercilessly, but he did not like the sounds that came from the area near the cave. Focusing his eyes on the rocks at his feet, he ran with all the speed he could find. 

			He did not see the figure that tackled him. He sensed it, but the warning sense came much too late. As he fell he cursed himself for blocking his senses with his fear and concern, and when his shoulder thudded against the wall of the cliff he spat on the ground and struggled to his feet. 

			Sruss stood above him. “Hurry,” she smiled. “They are chasing us.” She grabbed him by the arm and led him away from the cave. 

			“How...?”

			“No questions,” she answered and then smiled again. The smile was strained; whatever had happened in the cave hadn’t been pleasant. “Not now. We have a very small lead, and they are many. Others came with a bunda while you were out playing.” Sruss gestured into the darkness. Both stood unspeaking and Talwe, panting, saw that her eyes gleamed, and her white fur glittered in the pale light of the moon. Then the Dancer turned and trotted into the forest. 

			They ran together, the darkfur and the white, the one a Dancer from a great city and the other a hunter of the wilds. They were different, so very different, and yet while they ran those differences disappeared. Now they were both just the hunted. Breathless and fatigued. 

			For the first time, Talwe understood the flight of the bundor. 

			Two hours later the sun had not yet risen, but the smallest moon gave them some light. Talwe, near exhaustion, breathed hard. Sruss too showed fatigue in that she began to stumble. She touched his arm and pointed to a small gathering of songomores. Nodding, he turned toward them.

			They collapsed. Talwe’s heart hammered in his chest, and beside him Sruss struggled for the air she needed. He put his hands to the drumming in his head and squeezed as hard as he could to stop the pain. When he rolled onto his side, Talwe tasted blood from where he had bitten his cheek, unnoticed. The pain still didn’t matter. Sruss coughed violently.

			A long time later he sat up. Sruss lay awake, staring into the stars above the songomore crowns. Talwe turned to her to speak, but when he saw the side of her face he stopped. Two long, red welts ran from her ear to the base of her neck. 

			Sruss had been clawed. 

			He gathered some moss and leaned toward her. Gently he touched the moss to her wounds to draw out the heat and cleanse them. But she hissed when she felt it, and her arm knocked the stuff from his hand. 

			“It will help,” he said softly. 

			“Keep away from me,” she demanded. “It will heal by itself.” 

			“Yes,” Talwe replied, “but this moss will heal it much more quickly. We have learned these things,” he added, “because we have had to rely only on ourselves.” 

			“Where? In your tiny, hate-filled village?” Her tone was bitter. “Who taught you? Your Harvest-Goddess?” 

			Her words stung. “My village has done some wrong,” he replied slowly, “but the elders know a great deal. For a long, long time we have hunted, and as hunters we have suffered wounds. We do not have the potions found in the cities, Dancer. We have learned how to heal without them.” 

			She simply nodded. Talwe could not tell if she believed him, or if she was merely too weak to argue. But this time she let him touch the soft mass to the welts, and when he touched her she grimaced, but she did not speak and she did not move. 

			“Do you know where we are?” she asked him. 

			“No. We are far from my village.” 

			“Stop it!” she almost shouted. “It is not your village any longer. Have you forgotten that they banished you?” 

			He had not forgotten. He could never forget. But neither could he forget the place of his birth, the home of Ondra, and of Torwen, and of Morian. He missed them, and he wished to see them again. 

			“I should be able to lead us there,” he assured. “There will be mountains to the west I recognize. We can stay there, until we figure out what to do.”

			Sruss sat up and shook her head. “I wish we could,” she said, her voice suddenly gentle. “But that village is days away, and those I escaped from are unlikely to let us pass peacefully. It will be dangerous crossing the grasslands, even more dangerous than trying to get through the mountains. In the mountains, at least, we can hide.” 

			“But in the grasslands we can run like the bundor if we must,” Talwe protested. “I am fast, and you are faster.” He paused, then added, “And you are the Dancer.”

			She looked at him for a moment, her deep green eyes trying to see into his mind. “Yet you run down bundor in the hunt. No, that is not the way. The castle Cragsclaw is at the eastern edge of the grasslands,” she said. “Lord Sleisher rules there for the king of Ar. Would you not go there instead?” Her voice was softer now, and the question was not a demand. 

			“No,” he whispered, slowly shaking his head. “I would rather go home.” 

			She stood up. “Damn it, Talwe!” she exclaimed. “The village is no longer your home. It has rejected you. Can’t you see that?” 

			He lowered his head. “You are wrong, my lady,” he said, using the address reserved for the Dancer. “The mrem rejected me, the village did not. My heart tells me to return.” He paused. “Should I deny it?” 

			Sruss turned away and looked into the western sky. “The dawn will be here soon,” she said flatly. “And we have a long way to go, if we hope to cross the grasslands.” She looked back at Talwe over her shoulder. “I am tired,” she said, “and I have no other suggestions. After your village, perhaps we will go on to Cragsclaw or I will have you take me to Ar. For now, I will be the Dancer, and you will be the Dancer’s guard.” And then she laughed. “What a pitiful sight we will be, Talwe of the wilds. What laughter we will receive, when we walk wounded and filthy into your village that fears its goddesses.” 

			Talwe did not smile. “They will not laugh, my lady,” he said. “To them, the Dancer is also a goddess.” He saw her stiffen, then relax. 

			With a sigh she said, “Come, hunter. We will walk till midmorning. Then we will sleep.” Searching the brightening horizon, she asked, “Where is your village?” 

			Talwe pointed toward the sun.
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			“THE WARRIORS are ready,” the tall mrem said.

			“Good,” replied Crethok. “We attack when I raise my sword above my head. Not before.” 

			Crethok watched through the failing light of dusk as the caravan passed along the trail at the mountain’s foot. The journey through the mountains was treacherous and slow, and the caravan would be easy prey, even though it was escorted by over forty guards. Crethok’s band numbered seventy, and they had the advantage of surprise.

			Forty guards. He had never seen so many. Watching them march beside the wagons and the uxen, he hoped it meant that the caravan was filled with valuables. He hoped, too, that it meant his reputation was spreading far and wide. At this thought, more than the other, he smiled broadly. 

			“There are many,” Cwinyd said. The sand-colored mrem had appeared beside him out of nowhere, and Crethok snapped his head suddenly. 

			“Where did you come from?” he demanded. 

			Cwinyd pointed to his right. “I was over there,” he said casually. “Scouting. You don’t do enough of that.” 

			“I don’t have to,” Crethok shot back. “I can stand here and see all I need.” 

			Cwinyd smirked. “Hardly everything,” he said, but he would not say more. 

			Crethok snarled. Ever since the incident in the village he had hated Cwinyd, but he knew he could do nothing to get rid of him. The sandfur knew magic, and he was upholding his part of the bargain. He would be ClanMrem when the village chiefs decided. But Crethok was tired of Cwinyd’s constant derision. If he was so unworthy, why was he being helped to gain his rightful place as head of the clan? Crethok was tired as well of the constant reminders about the service he owed to the Eastern Lords. He had seen nothing of the power of these Lords, only Cwinyd’s own magic. He was beginning to wonder if they existed at all. 

			But Cwinyd had helped him more than he could have hoped. Leaders from several villages had pledged their support, had even given him mrem for his band of warriors. Constant raiding had kept the number of his band down—he had lost over a hundred in the past week alone—but still the villages sent their support. He didn’t know how, but without Cwinyd, that had never happened before. 

			If only he would go away. Crethok needed him no longer. 

			The caravan stopped. Crethok watched the guards open the canvas on one of the twelve wagons. From it they removed bundles and bags, and one of the guards began to empty them. When another started to jam long wooden poles up against the side of the mountain, Crethok knew it was time. The caravan was setting up camp; there would not be a better moment. 

			Standing as tall as he could, the one who would be ClanMrem raised his sword high above his head. 

			With a shout, his tartan-clad warriors ran down the side of the hill toward the caravan. It was steep, and a few of them stumbled, but those that remained were enough to send fear through the hearts of the caravan guards. Throwing their bundles and bags to the ground, they scurried for their weapons and prepared their defense. But Crethok had the surprise, and the defense was never fully set. 

			When the clansmrem hit, the fighting was bitter. The guards used the wagons well, hiding behind them to ward off the attackers’ swords, then jumping from them to strike skillfully. Seven clansmrem fell immediately, and three quickly behind them. Watching from a distance, Crethok grew suddenly uncertain that he had done the right thing. A few minutes ago he had expected an easy victory; suddenly, he was unsure of any victory at all. 

			But then came a shout, and the guards who were not engaged looked behind them and up the side of the mountain. Toward them rolled stones, and as the stones rolled they loosened rocks, and the rocks, when they crashed, unearthed two huge boulders. The guards yelled to each other, running from the wagons and leaping into the open. Rocks slammed into the wagons’ wheels, and the sound of shattering wood echoed through the valley. Three guards fell, crushed beneath one boulder, while the others snapped the legs of five more. 

			The fighting went on, but now it was slaughter. Injured guards were slain and decapitated. The others were forced into battles outnumbered three and four to one. As the cries of the clansmrem grew louder and louder, the guards that still lived threw down their swords and begged for the highlanders’ mercy. 

			To which Crethok said only, “No.” 

			Within minutes, it was over. Crethok walked to the first of the wagons and ordered it uncovered. Inside he saw pottery of every design and color imaginable, and he smiled as he thought of the bounty it would bring.

			Suddenly he heard a scream. Turning to face the east, he saw a line of warriors running back toward him. The ClanSon drew out his sword and held it high above him. This was the signal for the warriors to rally to him, but the clansmrem did not stop. Others, too, now started back, but still Crethok did not know what they had seen. 

			And then he saw.

			From out of the east, from out of the darkness, a host of mrem raced toward him. They were armed, they were carefully deployed, and in the approaching night and long mountain shadows their black cloaks made them almost invisible. They were clad identically; each also wore black knee-length pants and small bunda-hide helmets. Even their cross belts had been dyed a glossy black and glistened in a way that told of careful polishing. Their sergeants, and even a few of the swordsmrem, wore vests covered with fist-size bronze plates. Crethok counted over two hundred, far outnumbering his own tired and depleted band. And his own mrem were running, running wild and hard, away from this enemy that had suddenly sprung upon them. 

			Yelling, Crethok gave orders for them to stand. Screaming until his voice broke, he battered those close by with the flat of his sword. As soon as he turned his back the clansmrem began to back away once more, but at least he prevented a rout. 

			They would pay for this, Crethok thought. No matter how many enemies were coming, their duty was still to him. Once they regrouped, away from this battle, many would wish they had stood and died. 

			Some stood by him. Twenty at first, but soon fifteen, for as the black-cloaks ran nearer their numbers seemed larger. Crethok himself felt panic in his breast, and with a single shout he ordered a retreat. Turning where they stood, the clansmrem began the long run down the valley to the relative safety of the mountains. 

			Suddenly they stopped. Far ahead, Crethok heard the screams and shouts of his men, and those ahead of him had halted. Pushing himself through the others, he faced to the front to learn the shouting’s cause. 

			When he looked up, he saw it. There on the cliffs, high above a narrows in the small valley they had felt so ideal for trapping the caravan, a host of archers stood with bows at the ready. Fifteen clansmrem lay dead on the rocks, and all the others were afraid to move. Like their attackers to the rear, the archers wore black. 

			Trapped, thought Crethok. 

			“Cwinyd!” he shouted, and the word echoed off the cliffs. 

			“Cwinyd!” again, but the magician did not appear. Crethok spun, searching, but the wizard could not be seen. 

			“Where is Cwinyd?” he demanded, his voice spitting and angry. “Who has seen Cwinyd?” 

			Only one mrem stepped forward. “I saw him earlier,” he said. “But not since the black-cloaks came. He was beside me at the wagons. He’s not here now.” 

			Crethok raised his sword to the clansmen’s neck. “Is that true?” he snarled. “Has the magician gone?” Pressing slightly, he drew blood. “Or has he paid you to say these things?” 

			The mrem trembled, his tail drooping. “He hasn’t paid me, Crethok,” came the response. “I am telling you the truth.” He closed his eyes. 

			At this point the black-caped warriors that had pursued them from the wagons stormed into the other end of the canyon. They spread out and stopped, obviously awaiting the order to attack. Their fur was pale under their cloaks. 

			Crethok drew back his sword. Turning, he raised his voice for the clansmrem to hear. 

			“We are trapped, my warriors,” he said, “and there is no way for us to go. If we fight, we die. If we surrender, we might live.” He paused, then announced. “We have no choice but to surrender.” Throwing his sword to the ground, he sat down and waited for the others to follow. 

			“You may surrender, Crethok,” a deep voice offered from high up on the hill. “But I won’t.” It sounded strangely like Arklier, but his brother was far away. More importantly, Crethok realized these were Lord Sleisher’s men, and they did not take prisoners. 

			The black-cloaks stopped. From out of their ranks strode a tall, lanky mrem, his black cloak lined with silver that danced in the fading light. On his head he wore a helmet, and it too was black and silver. His fur, Crethok saw, was streaked with many colors. 

			“I am,” he announced, “a Sleisher of Cragsclaw, son of Lord Sleisher whom you have met in battle many times. You have committed crimes on his land, and you will be tried for your offenses.” He paused, waiting for silence. When it came, he said, “Who leads this band?” 

			Crethok stood up. “I do,” he replied, his voice firm and controlled. 

			“Then order your mrem to leave all their weapons and follow willingly. If they do not, we will knock them unconscious and drag them to Cragsclaw. If they resist, we will kill them.” He stopped, and the clansmrem shuddered at his voice. 

			“We have heard,” Crethok said, “that Sleisher shows no mercy. Why should we obey?” 

			“To you,” came Keth’s reply, “my father will be called Lord Sleisher. As for your rumors, they have no substance. My father is not weak, but neither is he cruel. He rules his land in the name of Andelemarian of Ar, and at mighty Cragsclaw, built by my ancestors to guard against the Eastern Lords. He keeps watch over the valleys at the edges of the kingdom. He has no time—nor has he any need—to practice the cruelty you believe.” 

			The Eastern Lords! Crethok thought. So Cwinyd was telling the truth. But where was the magician now, when he needed him most? 

			“We have no choice,” Crethok said loudly. 

			“We can fight!” shouted one of his men. Three arrows sang through the air. The highland mrem crumpled where he stood. 

			“You can fight,” said Keth. “But you would die before you took a step.” His eyes focused on Crethok. “What is your name?” he demanded. 

			“I am Crethok, son of Peorlias,” the clansmrem announced. “I march for my father, who lies dead at Sleisher’s hands.” 

			Keth only smiled. “Not at my father’s hands,” he said. “But his passing is a sad one, for he was a great leader. He was an enemy, but he was not mad or wasteful.” Silence, and then, “And now, Crethok, will you order your mrem to follow?” 

			Crethok spat, but he gave the command. 

			Then suddenly he heard a yell. Down the hill on his right streamed a hundred or more warriors, and the last light showed that their cloaks were not dark. Toward Keth’s band they ran, shouting as they raced, and they hit the black-cloak’s line at an angle on their rear. Through Keth’s back ranks they slashed their way, and the son of Cragsclaw’s lord turned his mrem to face the assault. 

			Crethok shouted. “Attack!” he commanded, and the highland clansmrem drew their swords and obeyed.

			From above them a hail of arrows killed four, but suddenly the archers themselves began to fall. Crethok looked up the hill to his right, and he saw bright-cloaked archers where the black-cloaks had stood. Their bows sang, and the archers on the cliff plummeted down, clutching their hands to their chests. 

			And then Crethok heard, rising above the roar of battle, the clan’s ancient Song of War. He raised his head and searched the hill, and there on the top stood a figure he knew. It stood tall and proud, and in the settling darkness its bright green cloak caught the first light from the largest moon. 

			“Arklier,” he said aloud. “For once I am glad.” He turned to the task at hand, as his mrem fought their way through their stubborn opponents in black. 

			An hour later, it was over. Shouting, and running from side to side, Keth ordered his warriors to retreat, keeping them always precisely in his command. Crethok suddenly admired this mrem, admired his calm even in defeat. When the black-cloaks began to back away, he shouted to his own mrem to stop their attacks. Exhausted, and filthy with the spatterings of blood, his band obeyed gladly. Only forty remained.

			Arklier, too, let them go. His losses were fewer, and Crethok saw perhaps ninety give way to the hundred who retreated. Still, some chance act could again swing the tide of the battle—better not to take a chance. Crethok knew Keth would not attack again tonight, but he knew, just as well, that the black-cloaks would be back. 

			And the next time, Keth would not be surprised.

			Arklier strode toward his brother. Crethok stood still, the smile now a smirk, forcing his brother to make his way through his band of raiders. Grudgingly they opened for him, but Arklier’s stride simply adapted to the room they gave him. When he had left, Arklier had not yet adjusted to his new-grown height. Crethok had not seen his brother since he had returned from the Dancers, and was surprised at the grace with which he moved. 

			“Welcome, brother,” Crethok said, as the ClanSon drew closer. “We are grateful for your help.” He said the last as loudly as he could, so all could hear the mockery in his voice. 

			Arklier stopped. “You had more than help,” he announced. “We saved your lives.” 

			A cheer went up from the ClanSon’s warriors.

			Crethok merely smiled. “Hardly,” he said calmly. “We were waiting only until we cleared the pass, when the archers could no longer threaten us. Then we would have turned on them, and your aid would not have been needed.” Murmurs of assent sounded from the clansmrem. 

			The effect was not as Crethok desired. Arklier did not show anger, surprise, nor even humor. He simply stated, with a calm assurance Crethok had not heard before, “We have come to claim our prize. By the law of the clans, we claim three-fourths of all of your and the caravan’s goods.” Another cheer. 

			“Three-fourths?” Crethok shouted. “Had you said one-fourth, brother, I might well have agreed. But three-fourths, I’m sure you understand, is well beyond....” 

			“It is the law,” Arklier said. “Even you, Crethok, should understand that.”

			“He is right, Crethok,” another voice broke in. “Because he saved your lives, he is entitled to three parts of the bounty. You have used that law yourself many times in the past.” 

			Cwinyd. The bastard. Gone when he was needed, here when he was not.

			“You have no right to speak, Cwinyd.” He spat out the words, his fur bristling at his shoulders. They had fought for weeks to gather that loot. He summoned his courage. “You have already proven yourself a coward, and now you have become a traitor.” 

			A bolt seared through his brain. Clutching his head in both hands, he dropped to his knees and screamed. No mrem approached him. 

			“I disagree,” was Cwinyd’s calm reply. “Now, move your mrem aside, that these who have won the victory may claim their spoils. If the law were mine to write, Crethok, I would give your brother even more than he will claim.” 

			Baring his teeth, Crethok gave the order. The clansmrem stepped aside, and Arklier stepped with Bodder through to the wagons. Ten other mrem joined them. 

			They chose the wagons they wanted most, adding several bundles from the sacks Crethok had ordered hidden among the rocks above the pass. These wagons they led away from the mountain wall. At a word from Arklier the warriors turned and marched, and Cwinyd walked slowly to Crethok’s side. 

			“He has made a fool of you,” the magician said, loudly enough for all to hear. Then in a lower voice, “None would follow a ClanSon who failed to give his saviors their due.” 

			Crethok spat. “You have made a greater one of me,” he snarled. “Crethok does not forget these things....” 

			Another bolt, and this time he fell. Before the blackness hit, he saw Cwinyd’s face inches above his. He heard the magician whisper, “Remember the power of the Eastern Lords,” and then he fell, into a long, harsh, nightmarish sleep.
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			VICIOUS AND unforgiving, Talwe’s mind was filled with restless dreams. He dreamed of all the bundor he had killed, dreamed that they had risen against him from their deaths and surrounded him as he stood with his back to a huge old songomore. 

			In his sleep Talwe moaned. Sruss, curled under the same bush a few feet away, slept too deeply to notice. Only a small insect, poised near his whiskers, heard and scurried away. 

			The tree towering above him swayed in the wind. This was an ancient tree, and through its leaves there came a song that summoned him and made him want to weep. It was a song of death, of the glory and wonder that death would hold. As branches slowly wrapped themselves around him, he looked at the bundor and suddenly understood. Their look was one of awe. 

			But then the tree became the liskash from the cave, and the hunter choked on the reek of the lizard’s green-black arms. Lurching backward, he tried to pull himself free, but the arms held tight and he felt vomit rise. For a long, long time he struggled, until the moon changed its face and the stars began to break loose and sail past one by one. The liskash tore Talwe’s clothes from his body, and then when the hunter stood naked it threw him to the ground and fell upon him. Talwe’s brain reeled, and he tasted blood and bile in his throat. 

			Then a voice said, “Stop!” and the liskash rose. 

			“He is but a beast,” a gold-cloaked liskash said, and Talwe felt as if he had been struck. Turning, Talwe’s assailant stepped toward the other, and the gold-cloak swung his fist toward the other lizard’s head. The first just stood there with blood flowing from his mouth. Then he followed the gold-cloak away. 

			Into the clearing stepped Morian, dressed in a soft yellow robe. She cradled Talwe’s head in her arms, and the hunter felt her tears fall upon his face. When she rose, he tried to follow, but the pain in his chest was great and he fell back to the ground. It was bright now, though no sun had risen.

			Then he saw a castle, its high walls gray and solid. In his dream, Talwe walked through the gates as mrem bowed down toward him. Filled with wonder he walked on, watching as the path before him opened and a white-robed priest strode toward him bearing a staff. When the priest bowed at his feet, Talwe took the staff and held it aloft. The mrem of the castle shouted their songs of joy.

			But then he saw the castle again, and this time it was battered and crumbling. Smoke stung his eyes, and as he ran he stumbled over the bodies of mrem that bled at his feet—the same mrem who had welcomed him. Leaping over them as well as he could, he reached the castle wall and looked through an enormous breach. There, outside, stood an army of black-green liskash, and on their catapult sat a blazing ball of fire. He watched it fly high in the air, and as the first sparks brushed him his fur caught and burned. He fell to the ground and rolled and rolled and rolled....

			“Wake up,” a voice commanded. Talwe cringed as he opened his eyes. But it was Sruss, not a liskash, who looked down on him with worry. 

			“You were rolling,” she said, “and muttering something about fire. I thought you’d be better off awake.” Her voice was gentle, beautiful after the horror of the dream. 

			He nodded. “You’re right,” he stammered. “It is much better to be awake.” But despite her searching eyes, he told her nothing more. 

			“I will lie here with you,” she said, “until you fall asleep.” He did not resist, and she lay down and cradled his head on her shoulder. 

			For a moment he was motionless, his muscles relaxing after the tenseness of the dream. But then in his mind he saw the beauty of her body, and his left hand began to caress her neck. She was so relaxed he thought that she was asleep, but then softly she purred and drew herself closer to him.

			Down her arm his hand now stroked, and again he heard a purr. He swung his leg gently over hers, his knee falling between hers as her legs slowly parted. Her own hands were busy, too, the tips of her fingers dancing through the fur on his face and his arms. Lifting his face, Talwe licked at her neck, and for a moment she pressed closer. 

			But suddenly she stiffened. “No,” she said sharply, and she moved herself away. “We can’t do this,” she insisted, turning to look into his eyes. 

			Talwe shook his head. 

			“One day I will explain,” she said gently. “One day when I am where I belong. But until that day comes I can have neither you nor any other mrem. That is my fate, and I have known it since I was old enough to know anything at all.” He felt her eyes searching him. He tried to hide his frustration. 

			“I don’t understand,” he muttered. 

			She nodded. “Sometimes, Talwe,” she said, “I don’t understand things either, they just are. This, my friend, is one of them.” She smiled, and Talwe smiled back. 

			“Now lie here,” she said, “and rest. I have said I will stay beside you until you sleep. Do you still want that?”

			When he nodded, she took his head on her shoulder again. Quickly she fell asleep, but Talwe did not. Throughout the next hours he knew only the closeness of her body, and in the brief moments he dozed he dreamed of her nakedness. Finally he too slept, and their exhaustion held them through all that afternoon and night.

			When the dawn came, his eyes opened fully, and when he looked at the Dancer he was filled with sudden anger. She had been kind, but somehow that kindness had been cruel. He wanted her, but he also wanted an end to his frustration. Whomever it was she was promised to, he would find one day and kill. For that sleepless night he had just been forced to spend, he vowed that someone would dearly pay. He was a hunter of the arbunda. He was not a thing to be played with. 

			Slamming his fist to the ground, he rose and walked away. If the Dancer was awake, she did not show it.
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			The warmth of the sun on his whiskers woke Talwe. He quickly searched the valley for sign of the bandits, but all was quiet. He realized their exhaustion had been an ally, hiding them unmoving in these bushes while the raiders sought to find them. Mostly he admitted that they had been lucky. 

			They skirted the edges of the valleys, staying near bushes and among the hills for greater concealment. The pair encountered no one and saw no signs of life. Several times the hunter climbed the slope to scan their back trail, but it remained empty. The few herders’ shacks they saw had been burned.

			Just before sunset they killed a goat, Sruss driving it up the slope until Talwe could jump out and kill it. It was hardly an honorable kill, but it filled their bellies. They risked a small fire against the wall of a burned-out hut. Tired and having eaten his fill, Talwe looked forward to the night’s rest. They had debated standing watches and agreed both were too tired and the chances they were being followed too remote to merit the effort. 

			It wasn’t to be. 

			Settling between the embers of the fire and the wall, the hunter stretched. Sruss moved to his front and curled against him. Within seconds her regular breathing told him she was asleep. Talwe could no longer relax. His tail refused to still and his desire flushed and faded as he considered the warm presence cuddled against him. Twice he resolved to move away but failed to act. Finally he slept fitfully. Sruss never woke and he never spoke of it. 

			“How much longer?” Sruss asked. The morning was cool, even with the bright sun. They had been climbing into a pass for hours and now were descending. The snow was only a few hundred paces above. This night, they both knew, would be the coldest of their journey, and both hoped they would not have to spend it in the wilds. Talwe paused at the first glimpse of the valley below. 

			“It is beautiful,” Sruss commented, shivering beside him as the wind ruffled her white fur. “Shouldn’t we be able to see uxen grazing?” 

			“Not far now,” Talwe replied, his eyes searching from side to side. “We are already near the feeding grounds of the herd beasts of my village. We should see the village fires after nightfall.” But his mind was not on the village, nor was it on the Dancer’s question.

			What bothered him was that he also could not see the herd beasts. Surely now, in the autumn cool, bringing them to feed was more important than ever. Soon the winter would drive the herders closer to home, and when the snow fell the village would be forced to feed them from their small, precious stores of grain. Talwe could not think why the herd beasts would be kept at home now. 

			“You are thoughtful,” the Dancer broke in. 

			He stopped and nodded. “Something is strange,” he answered. As best he could, he explained the problem. 

			“Perhaps they have gone somewhere else,” Sruss suggested. “Maybe they have found better grazing land.” 

			“No,” he replied flatly. “Ahead is the best land. It is still green.” 

			“Maybe they have enough grain to start feeding them early.” 

			Again he shook his head. “No. That has never happened.” 

			“Then why aren’t they here?” she asked, and for the first time Talwe realized that she was trying to help him. But when he shook his head, and said he did not know, she merely turned to him and said, “We’ll find out tonight.” 

			She was right, but Talwe did not want to wait until then. They walked quickly that day. Swaying in the light wind, the grass often rose to their knees. After the horror and the filth of the rocks and the caves, Talwe found it pleasant to be again in the fields. 

			When the sunset came, he stopped and stared long into the west. Gold, red, and gray the sky looked back, and Talwe smiled as he saw the work of the Goddess. Her arms were long, and when they stretched out across the world at dusk the hunters knew they could sleep with the promise of a new hunt. 

			But when he looked at the Dancer, her eyes were on the ground. 

			“It is beautiful,” Talwe said, as much to her as to himself. When she looked to him quizzically, he pointed toward the sunset. 

			“It’s a sunset,” she mused. “It’s fine.” 

			Talwe shook his head. “No, my lady,” he said calmly. “The Goddess’ handiwork is much more than just ‘fine.’ More than anything I have seen elsewhere, it is filled with beauty.” 

			Sruss grinned. “Talwe,” she said, “the Dancer was beautiful. Her dances were beautiful. Some have said that I am beautiful. The walls of the Palace of Ar are beautiful. What you see is only a sunset, something that belongs to the elemental world. A thing can be beautiful only if it is created by mrem.” 

			“No, you’re wrong!” he insisted. “We see beauty in the sunlight, and in the run of the arbunda, and in the taste of the graincakes and the sweetcakes at the Feast of the Harvest. And in the sunrise and the sunset and in the rain when it is gentle. Some of us have even seen beauty in snow, but others disagree. We see little beauty in the walls made by mrem. The city is not beautiful.” 

			For a second she snarled, but then she drew back and laughed. “You are a hunter of the wilds, Talwe,” she said with a smile. “How can you know what beauty the city holds?” 

			“I can know,” he said, “because the elders have told me.” 

			Again she laughed. “Sometimes,” she answered, “sometimes you seem nothing like these villagers. Yet at other times, like now, you seem to belong among them. I wish you’d make up your mind.” Her smile unfading, she turned around and started walking again. They were still far above the valley and the breeze was cold. 

			Grudgingly, Talwe drew his eyes from the colors in the sky. “Yes,” he thought, “that is my problem. I haven’t yet made up my mind. One day soon, I know that I must.” And he turned on his heel and stepped quickly to catch up to her. 

			They came to the village at midnight. When he saw it, Talwe cried. Sruss, staring straight at it, could manage only a moan. The village was black, burned with fire. Almost half the huts lay as rubble on the ground, what was left of their walls struggling pathetically to take the shape they once had been. Over to the south, where the herd beasts had once stayed during the cold of the winter, the stables stood empty and neither guard nor herd beast was in sight. Whatever was left here, none of it was worth guarding. 

			Suddenly he heard a shout. “Who is it?” the male voice demanded, a voice Talwe thought he recognized as Forun’s. 

			“Talwe,” he cried. “I come with the White Dancer.” 

			Silence. 

			“Talwe,” he repeated. “Do you remember me?” 

			“We remember you,” the voice replied, “and I wish I could welcome you. But first I must find the elder, and he will decide....” 

			“He has already decided,” a husky voice cut in. Talwe smiled. Orrintar, he knew, would not turn him away. 

			“Talwe,” the elder said, “the village welcomes you and asks you to stay with us.” He walked toward the young hunter, and when he came out of the darkness the two mrem embraced. 

			Orrintar spoke quietly. “But we are unprepared for the Dancer,” he told the mrem. “We must have time, to prepare whatever feast we can....” 

			Sruss interrupted. “I do not need a feast,” she said, and her voice was not harsh. “If you have food we would be thankful. If you do not, we will find some in the morning. For now, we would welcome a place out of the cold.” 

			“You are not the same, Dancer,” Orrintar observed quizzically. “Talwe, too, has something to tell. But we will gladly give shelter, my lady, and as much food as we can find. We ask that you enter our village.” 

			“I will enter,” the whitefur announced. “And in the morning I will dance.” 

			Orrintar smiled. His eyes, Talwe saw, were wet. “The legends say that the night is evil,” he said to the Dancer and the guard. “But lately the day has betrayed us, and tonight proves blessed indeed. A change is in the world,” he said, and he turned and led his guests back toward his hut. 
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			“The village was raided,” he told them after they had eaten. “Darker-furred mrem in green cloaks and many-colored pants came, and with them a sandfur in a dark green cloak.” His voice lowered, and it was filled with anguish. 

			“They were vicious, Talwe,” Orrintar said. “They were from the highlands, and always the robbers of the highland have hated the hunters of the valleys. They came in the bright of day, when the hunters were gone and the herders out with their beasts, and they stole our food and put our women to work. Later, they killed them, the ones they did not rape.” 

			“Arigain?” asked Talwe. 

			“She was the poorest,” the elder replied. “To her they did both.” 

			Sruss grimaced. “She was beautiful,” she said, “and her eyes were clever.” Talwe turned to look at the Dancer’s face. He had not heard her talk like this before. 

			“Where is Torwen?” Talwe asked. 

			Orrintar shook his head. “He is dead. He tried to save his daughter.” His eyes filled with tears, he began to chant the Prayer of the Dead. Talwe reached over and put his hand over the elder’s mouth. 

			“Later,” he said. “Later, we will all sing for the dead.” 

			“And I will dance,” Sruss whispered. “We will all dance.” 

			Talwe waited until the elder had stopped, then looked in his eyes and asked, “What of the others? What of Dalriatar?” 

			Orrintar stared at the ground. “Dalriatar was first to die,” he muttered. “He told them they could not enter the village. Their leader laughed, and ordered him killed.” 

			Talwe put his head in his hands. But tears did not come. There was still another he must know about, and he was afraid to ask the question. 

			“Forun did not want to let us in,” Talwe said. He paused. “Does he hate me so much, elder?” 

			The other smiled. “No, Talwe. He is afraid, and he is under strict orders. He did only what he was told.” 

			Talwe doubted, but he said nothing. Certainly Forun had been following orders, but just as certainly the look in his eyes had not been one of friendship. Perhaps he blamed Talwe for all that had happened. Perhaps, too, he felt Talwe had ordered the raid. Whichever was true, Forun still hated. 

			“There are two I must still ask you about,” the hunter stammered. “I do not think I can.” He searched the elder’s eyes, and Orrintar nodded. 

			“Ondra has gone with them,” he said, and Talwe jumped to his feet. 

			“Gone with them?!” he shouted. 

			The elder simply nodded. 

			“Was he captured?” Talwe asked. “Surely they dragged him away, and surely he fought.” 

			“Sit down,” Orrintar said gently. 

			Talwe sat. 

			“He went willingly,” the explanation began. “At least, he seemed to. He was not bound when they left, and he did not weep. Ondra turned his head and stepped into place. I do not know why he did what he did. Ondra, least of all. Others, perhaps....” 

			Others, Talwe thought, like Forun. But Forun was here, now the village’s chief guard, while Ondra was gone, not in exile but as an enemy. Talwe’s mind reeled, and he walked to the door and looked out into the night. 

			“There is another,” Orrintar said slowly. 

			Talwe turned. “Yes,” he said. “Morian.” He was no longer sure he wanted to know. “Where is Morian, elder?” 

			Orrintar faced him. “She is here, Talwe,” he said. “But she is no longer as she was.” 

			Talwe drew his breath. “What do you mean?” he asked. 

			“She was raped, Talwe. They kept her alive so that they could use her, over and over, again and again. Finally the leader himself took her. He was cruel, but at least he was punished.” 

			“Punished?” Talwe said, trying desperately to find some hope in what Orrintar had just told him. “Who punished him?” 

			“The mrem in the dark-green cloak,” came the reply. “He was a magician, they said, and some said he was the true leader. He went to Torwen’s hut, where the leader and Morian were. When he found the leader upon her, he ordered her to keep him aroused. Then, after giving him orders, he told Morian to stand back and watch. A guard stepped in, and he had a whip. The magician ordered him to whip the leader’s cock. They let Morian go after that, and when I saw her she bore a sad, cruel smile. I called her, but she would not come to me. Even now, she refuses to see me. 

			“Morian has not spoken to anyone since then. She cringes from any touch.” 

			“Will she see me?” the Dancer asked. Her voice was quiet, but her eyes glistened with tears. 

			“I do not know, my lady,” Orrintar answered. “But if you would try....” 

			“I don’t make promises,” the whitefur said. “I will go to her, and I will do what I can. If she refuses to see me, I will keep returning until she will.” 

			Talwe stirred. “Will she see me first?” he asked. 

			“No,” came Sruss’ reply. “The only hope lies with another female, Talwe.” 

			She was right, but for a moment he would not admit it. He had been her mate, and he could not believe that did not matter. But then he thought, and he realized that he had gone from her, and he understood too that no male could know what she had been through. After a long silence, he looked at the Dancer and nodded. 

			“I want to see her,” he said, “but I will wait.” 

			“If she wants you,” Sruss smiled, “I will bring her to you. I promise you that.” Rising, she left the hut, and Talwe saw Orrintar pointing where she must go. 

			When she had gone, Orrintar returned. “I’m sorry,” he said, and he took Talwe’s hand in his. 

			“Will Morian recover?” Talwe questioned. 

			The elder sighed. “I don’t know,” he said. “She is bitter, and her heart is filled with pain.” He stopped, then added, “If she recovers, Talwe, I fear she will not want you.”

			The hunter nodded and went from the hut. Searching through the darkness on his right, he saw the moonlight gleam off the Dancer’s white fur as she made her slow way to the remains of the hut at the end of the village. 

			His hut, it once had been. 

			Sruss grimaced as she walked. To be used that way, to be raped until she could only hate, these were things she could scarcely begin to imagine. Who was she, she now wondered, to be trying to console a woman who had undergone such abominable terror? 

			Who was she, in fact, to be giving advice to anyone at all? In the past few days she had become the White Dancer, but only because the real Dancer had died. Before this she had been the most difficult of pupils, refusing to acknowledge even gratitude for the Dancer’s brilliant instruction. She was bitter at her exile from Ar, and she was not about to forgive those who had kept her. 

			Kept her? Was that fair? Always the Dancer had told her that she could leave, but she had never taken advantage of the opportunity. Mostly, she did not know where she could go. The Dancer’s responsibilities had been the grasslands and the mountain villages. Only in the deep of winter would she come anywhere close to a city. 

			Even in a city, Sruss knew she would not be safe. 

			With her white fur, she would be noticed immediately. White meant well-born, and she was beautiful as well. The only way for her to go unnoticed would be to dye her fur a new color, but once she did so it would never be as perfectly white again. Since youth her father had accused her of being vain, and with a sudden smile she suddenly knew he was right. She would find another way. 

			But the smile quickly faded as she approached Morian’s hut. She knew the woman needed a female to talk to, if in fact she would admit anyone at all, but surely the departed Dancer would have served her better. The Dancer had been wise; Sruss knew she was not. 

			At least, she certainly didn’t feel wise. When Talwe had rescued her she knew that until spring she would be the new White Dancer, an irony considering her color was all that qualified her. She hadn’t realized until now what being the White Dancer meant. Above all it would require responsibility and wisdom, two qualities a princess of Ar had no need for. Her father had tried to teach her these things, but like everything else she had simply ignored them. She was a princess, not a priestess, and she had seen no need for any of these qualities.

			She was sure she had deceived Talwe, but he was only a grasslands hunter. A noble of Ar would never have fallen for her pose of self-confidence and self-control, but Talwe was far less sophisticated. Gullible and believing, he could easily be convinced of anything. So she had been hard with him, and he had responded as she expected.

			In fact, she felt a little bad about it. He was gullible, but he was also trusting, and in that trust she saw something she truly admired. For all her love for the city of Ar, it was filled with deception and intrigue; Talwe, first of any she had known, was simply not part of that life. His honesty had charmed her, and she had felt toward him like a mother to a newborn infant. 

			She wondered, suddenly, if Morian might be pregnant. 

			“Morian,” she said through the bunda hide that hung across the doorway. “Morian, it is the Dancer.” 

			She waited. Inside at first she heard nothing, but then came the sound of rustling, and then of a footstep. After what seemed an entire night, a woman’s voice sounded from within. 

			“What do you want of me?” it said, and it betrayed neither passion nor interest. 

			“I want to talk,” Sruss replied. 

			Silence. 

			Finally, “I have no need to speak,” Morian muttered. “I would like to stay alone.” She paused, then added bitingly, “Unless the Dancer would command me to talk.” 

			Sruss had expected this. “I don’t want to command you at all,” she said gently. “No matter what you say, I promise I will not order you to do anything. And, besides, I didn’t ask you to talk. I said that I wanted to talk.” 

			A long silence followed. Finally Morian spoke, and her voice was less certain than before. 

			“What do you want to say?” she asked. 

			The answer was a simple, “Revenge,” and Morian drew back the bunda hide. She was naked, and her face was slashed.

			“Yes, Dancer,” she said, “I will listen to you talk of revenge. Come in and be with me.” 

			The Dancer stepped in, and her heart danced with fear. The hut was almost empty. A bed of straw and softened hides rested in one corner, and despite its crudeness it was neatly made up. A large clay pot occupied another corner, beside it a matching bowl, both potteries unadorned and uneven. In the middle of the floor stood a small table fashioned of smooth songomore on legs of baked mud. Unlike those in Ar, the mrem of the village used no chairs, and their tables were low to the ground.

			Morian guided the Dancer to the table. The villager sat on a hide on the floor at one side, motioning Sruss to sit on the other. For a moment neither mrem talked, staring instead into one another’s eyes as if trying to find a common understanding. Finally, Sruss realized that Morian would not begin their conversation. 

			“I have promised to talk of revenge,” she said. Morian did not answer.

			“You have been through more than anyone should,” Sruss struggled. “But your pain need not go unpunished. If you help us, we can find the mrem who abused you. When we do, we will exact justice.” 

			For a long time Morian sat silent. Her eyes stared relentlessly at the whitefur, and her face betrayed no emotion whatever. When at last she spoke, her voice was cold, tinged with the disgust of a victim to one who cannot possibly understand. 

			“Justice?” she said. “What does that mean?” 

			Sruss nodded. “I am the Dancer, and I can perform the Dance of Truth. When I do that, the gods will tell us what the proper justice must be.” 

			Morian’s voice grew colder. “You will dance for my justice?” she intoned. “Shall I sing to help you? Or can you summon the gods by yourself?” 

			Sruss easily caught the mockery. “I can’t promise for the gods, Morian. But I can promise justice. All we have to do is find the mrem who raped you.”

			“More than one raped me, Dancer,” came the toneless reply. “Would you have us fight all of them?” 

			Sruss flinched. This wasn’t working. Morian was in deep pain, and she didn’t need vague promises of justice. What she wanted was revenge, if she wanted anything at all. Maybe all she really wanted was to die. 

			“All right,” she blurted out. “We will kill them when we find them. That is the revenge we will give you.” 

			Again Morian stared. “They did not kill me,” she said. “Why would you show them mercy?” 

			“Would we be right to torture them?” Sruss held up extended claws and twisted her hand in a killing stroke. 

			“Were they right to torture me?” 

			“That’s not the point.” Sruss’s voice was angry, but even that didn’t spur Morian into showing emotion.

			“They are males, Dancer,” she said. “They cannot know the pain they have given me. They cannot know what it means to be terrified, and hated, and spat on, and penetrated over and over and over again. They cannot know of their power to tear love from a soul forever. Nothing you can do to them will make them feel what it is to lose forever the trust you have known since birth. Can you teach them that, Dancer? Can your Dance of Justice make them understand?” 

			No tears ran from her eyes. 

			“No,” was all Sruss could say. 

			“Then what will be my revenge?” 

			“We will kill them,” muttered the Dancer. “It is not enough, but it is all we can do.” 

			Morian nodded. “Do what you must,” she said. “To me they mean nothing, dead or alive. Do not feel your revenge is meant for me.” She paused. “Leave me, Dancer. I have heard what you have come to say.” 

			Sruss said nothing. She simply stood up and left.
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			“I WILL TALK to her,” Talwe declared as he paced the width of Orrintar’s hut. “We were mated for over a year. She will listen to me.” 

			“No,” Sruss returned. “She will not speak, Talwe. Don’t try it.” 

			The hunter glared at her. “We can’t simply leave her,” he said. “Who knows what she’ll do?” 

			Orrintar cut in softly. “What would you have her do, Talwe?” he asked. “Should she travel with you and the Dancer, wherever the two of you decide to go? Whatever has passed, you cannot remain here.” He paused. “Have you even thought about where you will go next?” 

			Talwe looked at Sruss. “I wanted to come here,” he muttered to Orrintar, “From here we were going east. Through the mountains.” 

			“To Cragsclaw,” Sruss announced. 

			Orrintar started. “Cragsclaw?” he asked. “Before I heard little of that castle, even though its lord oversees these lands. But I heard the raiders mention it more than once.” 

			“The raiders?” Sruss interrupted. “What did they say?” 

			“I caught less than I wanted,” replied the other. “But I heard the dark-cloak say they could move on Cragsclaw only when winter was in the mountains. They said that winter would allow them to lay siege.” 

			Talwe stepped to the door of the hut. Drawing back the hide that covered the opening, he breathed in deeply. The night air was clear and fresh, but it was also cold. Not the bitter cold of winter yet, but cooler than he liked. In the mountains the air would be colder still. The Harvest had been early. So, it seemed, would the snow. Within a month the passes would be closed and the way to Cragsclaw blocked. 

			“We will go to Cragsclaw,” he said as he turned. “There we will help with the siege. Even if we die, we will die for Morian’s pain.”

			Sruss looked at the floor. “What good will that do her?” she questioned. “She does not love you, Talwe, because she does not love at all. But you owe it to her to stay alive. She may not heal, but if she does, you must be alive for her.” Her voice was calm, but Talwe heard its demanding tone. 

			“I owe her the death of those who raped her,” he spat and extended his claws. “That is all I owe, but it is everything I promise. If those godforsaken highlanders go to Cragsclaw, I wish to be there when they arrive.” 

			Orrintar put a hand on his shoulder. “You are only one, Talwe,” he said. “Against a band that large you can do nothing. Nor do you know anything about fighting a siege. You are not needed in Cragsclaw.” 

			“I don’t care!” he shouted. “I will go where I want.” 

			“Then you go without me,” Sruss responded calmly. “I no longer wish to go to Cragsclaw.” 

			Talwe quieted. “Where will you go?” he asked. 

			“To Ar,” she said. “Perhaps to Surisa and Eiritu. I, too, will seek Morian’s vengeance, but I can’t do anything without help. I will try to persuade the king of Ar to send an army to Cragsclaw.” 

			Sighing, Talwe sat down. She was right, of course. With the help of an army, they could do much more than could one hunter by himself. They could help defend against the siege, or if they arrived late perhaps they could break the siege. Calmly, he muttered, “Yes. That is wiser.” 

			Sruss laughed softly. “We don’t know that yet,” she said. “The king might do nothing. But it is the only chance I see.” 

			Orrintar cut in. “There are others,” he suggested. “Mrem in the highlands, mrem in the other villages. Pass by as many dwellings as you can, Talwe, on your way to the southwest and to Ar. Tell them your story, and tell them of Morian. You might find help where you do not expect it.” 

			“That’s true,” Sruss nodded. “And we might find another Morian. The raiders have done harm to villages besides this one.” 

			Convinced, Talwe stood and asked, “Do you know a name I might give?” he asked. “Who were these raiders?” 

			“I heard many names,” Orrintar replied. “But I remember only a few.” He was silent for a moment, lost in thought. Then he looked at the Dancer and said, “The magician was called Cwinyd,” he said. “And often the names of Arklier and the ClanMrem were spoken.” 

			“Who was the leader?” Sruss asked. “Who took Morian for his own?” 

			Orrintar’s eyes filled with tears. “He should have no name,” the elder stumbled. “But his mrem called him Crethok.” 

			Cwynid, Arklier and Crethok, Talwe thought. I will not forget. 
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			That night, Talwe did not sleep. A few times he dozed, but whenever he did his dreams terrified him. They were of Crethok, whose face he saw as the face of a liskash, and of a young, sand-furred magician who stood at the highlander’s side. 

			On the floor, in front of them both, Morian kept screaming and waving her arms. Her fur was covered with blood and her tail torn. Crethok’s liskash snout tore into one of her ears. Talwe tried to stop him, but found he had no legs and could not move. 

			Long before the dawn, the hunter stood up and walked to the door of the hut. Orrintar slept in the opposite corner; Sruss lay on heavy furs in the middle. To reach the door he had to step over the Dancer, but he was careful and did not wake her. 

			The night was cold. A swift wind sang through the tall grasses. Talwe breathed deeply to wake himself up, then spat on the ground and turned toward the far end of the village. He wondered if Morian was awake. 

			“I must see her,” he muttered to himself. “I can’t leave without trying.” With long, silent strides, quieter by far than the sound of the wind, he strode toward the hut that had once been his home.

			Within, a candle glowed softly. Its light was faint, but in the darkness of the cold autumn night it seemed to the hunter a guide, a beacon, a star in the sky. It led him, he knew, to a place he must go, but he knew just as well that the flame, or place, held no warmth. 

			He shivered with the thought. 

			Stepping to the bunda hide that covered the door to the hut, he reached out and prepared to draw it back. But suddenly he heard a noise from inside the hut, and he drew back his arm and stood perfectly still. From within he heard Morian, her voice a combination of whispers and soft moans.

			He pulled the hide back just enough to see. Peering through the tiny opening, he saw Morian lying naked on her bed. She seemed asleep, but her mouth moved in whispers and from her throat issued the moans he had heard from outside. With her hands she began to explore her own body, softly at first, then firmly, then roughly, until at last her fists hammered down on her thighs and her breasts. And then tears flowed freely from her eyes. 

			“No,” she said aloud, but still her fists beat down. 

			“You have no choice,” a male voice said. Talwe started. Morian was alone. 

			She began to sob. “But I hurt,” she whimpered. “Please let me stop.” But her fists flailed, battering now every part of her body. 

			“There is no stop,” the voice replied. “You must do this for as long as you live.” 

			“Why?” her voice wept. “What did I do?” 

			“Nothing,” was the only reply. 

			Her voice faltered now. “But you saved me from him,” she sputtered. “You had me watch, while you whipped him. You seemed to hate him. Why are you doing this now?” 

			“Crethok had you. I stopped him so I might have you. It is as simple as that.” 

			Her teeth were clenched now, and Talwe could see the skin beneath her fur growing red. Every part of him screamed to rush in and stop her, but with all of his strength he held himself back. He knew he must hear more of this voice, because he sensed the voice would determine what he was to do. He had heard the name of Crethok from Orrintar. A voice without a body was wizard’s work. This voice belonged to Cwinyd. He needed to know everything he could learn. 

			“Why didn’t you take me then?” she demanded. “I was helpless. You could have done what you wanted.” 

			The voice laughed. “But I wanted you always,” it said. “Every night of my life. And since I couldn’t take you with me, I knew I would have to leave myself with you.” 

			“But you’re not here!” Her voice was frantic now, and Talwe looked around him. Why did no one hear? 

			Another laugh. “Physically? Of course not. There is no need.” 

			“You are brutal,” she cried. “I will die.” 

			“No,” he intoned. “I have considered that. I know how much pain you can stand. You will not die.” 

			“I will go away,” she said, “where you cannot find me.” 

			This time the laugh was longer. “There is no such place, my beautiful savage,” said the voice. “You are mine, for as long as you live. And I have cast spells to keep you from harm. Now, Morian, I must go.” 

			The voice faded, the candle went out, and Morian’s body relaxed as if dead.

			Talwe drew the hide back and entered the hut. He covered her with the blanket, then looked into her tear-streamed face. A sudden tenderness overtook him, and he lifted her shoulders and locked his arms around her. 

			Her scream split the silence of the night. Leaping back, he covered his ears and shook his head hard. But they rang until the ringing pierced his brain, and he dropped to his knees and beat with his fists on his skull. Then her fists replaced his, and when he opened his eyes he saw her above him. Flailing wildly, she battered him with more strength than he had ever suspected she could have. Then the bunda covering was ripped from the door. He turned and shouted, “Inla!” 

			In a flash Forun’s arms went around his neck. As his head hit the floor, he saw Sruss throw Morian onto the bed. Then, mercifully, his world went dark. 

			 

•



			“I have changed my mind,” Talwe announced. “My direction is east, not south and not west. I will not go with you to Ar.”

			Sruss did not argue. Ever since she and Forun had carried him from Morian’s hut, he was different. He was always stern now, his eyes filled with a fearful combination of cold and hatred. No longer did he start each morning by drinking in the cold grassland air. Nor did he sing, when the time had come for the entire village to do so. 

			Instead, during the song, he had simply stared at the ground. Sruss had never seen anyone who had made himself so alone, so apart from all others. 

			She had danced at dusk that day, the day that dawned with Morian’s scream. Morian had sat in the center of the village circle, while the Dancer fought the cold and the sadness to perform the Dance of Truth and the Dance of Justice. But each whirl, each spin, each leap, all had been somehow wrong. The dusk was gray, not gold and not red, and to the villagers it seemed that the Goddess had deserted them. 

			Morian did not move. She sat, she stared, she opened her mouth as if to speak, but not once did she move. Huddled in a blanket, her face only partly visible, she might as well have been a rock on the ground. 

			But it was Talwe who had worried her. He sat at Morian’s back, his eyes focused on her, yet he did not reach out once to touch her. Perhaps he was afraid that she might scream again, but Sruss did not think so. He seemed lost in thought, trying hard to drive away whatever it was he was feeling. In his eyes she saw where she had found the gray of the dusk that had marred her dance. 

			When the song began, only three did not sing. As Dancer, Sruss was exempt. As subject, Morian was not allowed. The third was Talwe. His place was to sing. 

			After that, she was not surprised to hear he was not going with her. Despite her logic, despite the entreaties of Orrintar, Talwe’s mind was unyielding. He would go by himself, and he would not say where.

			All she knew was that he had seen something that night in Morian’s hut. When he awakened he had wept and asked, “Why didn’t you come when you heard?” and all she could say was, “I did.” But it wasn’t the scream he meant, it was something else. Even now, she was sure he didn’t believe that the village had heard nothing. 

			Whatever he had heard, it had come to him alone. 
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			Talwe stood at the edge of the snow. He had been climbing all day. Below was spread the fertile green of the great plain of Ar. From here he could even have made out the smudge that was the city of Cressle. But he had no desire to look on the rich valley. He stared at the snow, dyed red by a setting sun.

			He didn’t care if it was a sign or not. To himself, before all the gods he knew, he swore an oath. 

			“I will go to the grasslands beyond, Inla. I will find mrem who will help me. 

			“When I journey to Cragsclaw it will be as a leader of mrem. Mrem enough to defeat Crethok and all who stand with him. 

			“I will find Morian’s killer, and I will kill him as well. For she is dead, even though she lives. 

			“I will come upon Cwinyd and I will battle him with magic or sword. I do not care which, because I will die. And he will die with me.” 

			Then he began to shake, the cold of the snow seeping in to meet the cold that had settled inside Talwe. For minutes the mrem stood, not fighting the despair or the loneliness, but never allowing it to overwhelm him. 

			Later, inside a shallow cave, staring into the fire, the hunter allowed himself to dwell on the injustice of it all. He raged, then pleaded with his deity, wanting some sign that he would be allowed his revenge.

			“They did not hear, Inla. They did not hear Cwinyd’s voice. They did not hear Morian pleading, and they did not hear the fists smash against her body. All they heard was her scream. 

			“The scream, like the voice, was the magic of Cwinyd. 

			“But I heard, Inla. I heard because I have magic. I heard because you made part of me like the beasts. 

			“I heard and I must know what to fight. 

			“My home is destroyed, and again I am exiled. For that, the destroyers must die. 

			“I will find Crethok, the destroyer of my village, and I will kill him for what he has done. He has killed Torwen, and he has killed Morian. He has taken Ondra. He has killed my life. 

			“But how do I defeat a wizard? All my life I have denied this curse of beast-magic. Now that I need it, it is not ready, not strong enough. 

			“I will kill them. Then I will die. 

			“I do not want to live. 

			“I am already dead. They have taken from me all that I was. But I cannot stop until I do what I must. 

			“I pray, Inla, that you do not try to stop me.”

			As he crouched by the fire, Talwe’s whiskers lost their droop. Fur rose on his shoulders and tail, claws extended and slashed at the air. Teeth bared and ears laid back, he stood and faced the largest of the moons as it rose. His muscles were so tight that tiny rivulets of blood flowed from where his still slightly extended claws dug into clenched fists. 

			“You will say that what I do is wrong, because the village has taught me the laws of the gods. But those were soft laws for easy times. Do not stop me, Inla, because I will swear against you if you do. I fear your anger, but you must fear my hatred more. 

			“I go now, Inla. 

			“Go with me. For otherwise I must be alone.”
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			MITHMID SAT ON the floor of his kitchen, his knees drawn up and his back against the wall. Above him paced an agitated, animated Jremm, whose constant talking was beginning to grate on the Council-mrem’s ears. He knew he must listen, because Jremm was giving him information the Council would find important, but he wished his young apprentice spy—or so he still wanted to think of him—would abandon the topic he felt so strongly about. 

			Rennilan. Recently with Jremm, it was always Rennilan. 

			“I tell you, Mithmid,” the younger mrem said spiritedly as his tail flicked in spastic jumps. “I saw her there, with some thief from the Rest. He was touching her, Mithmid, and she was about to do whatever he wanted.” His voice rose as he paced and stroked his whiskers. “It made me sick, Mithmid,” he almost whined. “It made me want to walk in and kill him.” 

			“Why didn’t you?” Mithmid asked. It was a cruel thing to say, he knew, but Jremm had barged in well before dawn and awakened him from a much-needed sleep. Important though this was, it could have waited until morning. 

			Jremm stopped and stared at him. “I couldn’t,” he said softly. “You know that.” He pointed his finger at Mithmid. “You’ve ordered me never to get directly involved.” 

			Mithmid nodded. Yes, he had told him that. What Jremm didn’t see, though, was that he was already involved. Rennilan had a hold on the younger mrem that Mithmid couldn’t begin to understand. No mrem—male or female—had ever made him feel that obsessed. 

			For a moment, he thought perhaps he had missed out on something. 

			“Jremm,” he replied slowly. “Calm down.” When the other did not respond, Mithmid barked, “Stop!” and finally the apprentice spy halted and leaned on the wall, his tail still twitching erratically. 

			Mithmid waited. “That’s better,” he said at last, as quietly and as calmly as he could. “You’re upset. That’s understandable. But you already knew about Rennilan’s escapades, Jremm. Why not just leave her alone?” 

			Jremm’s eyes blazed with fury, but only for a moment. Finally he closed them, as Mithmid saw his apprentice’s lack of sleep beginning to show. 

			“I don’t know,” came the quiet answer. “I keep thinking that—well, we had something once, Mithmid. And I can’t stop wondering why she’s doing all these things.” When he sighed, Mithmid felt a sudden surge of pity. 

			“She’s free to do as she pleases,” was all he could say. “We change, times change.” It sounded trite even as he said it. 

			Jremm brightened anyhow. “That’s the problem,” he said. “She’s not doing as she pleases.” 

			Mithmid cocked an eyebrow. “What do you mean?” he asked. 

			“She’s not doing as she pleases, she’s doing as Draldren pleases.” His voice was racing again. “That’s what I’ve been saying, Mithmid. Draldren sent her there, to do that.” 

			“There? With the thief?”

			Jremm hesitated. “I don’t actually know if he’s a thief. I saw him come out of the Rest, and he had been with another suspicious character. Two, actually, one of them sand-colored, the other mottled. I had been trying to follow them. But I failed. I never did find out who they were.” 

			“Never mind that,” Mithmid cut in. “At least, not for now.” He paused, then asked, “Why did you say Draldren sent her there?” 

			“She said so,” Jremm answered immediately. “She told the thief—I’ll call him that—that her father had sent her. That she was some kind of payment, or reward, or something like that. I was shocked when I heard it, Mithmid. So shocked I could hardly stand up.” 

			Nodding, Mithmid rose to his feet. “I can understand why,” he told the younger mrem. Then, after a long pause, “Do you believe what she said?” 

			The other wasted no time. “Yes,” he said quickly, and with that he sank to the floor. 

			Confused and appalled, Mithmid walked to the door. He had not known Draldren, but after Jremm’s earlier discoveries he had asked the merchants about him. Draldren’s family had been small but important in Ar, and Draldren had fashioned his life after his father’s. The older mrem had been known for his loyalty to the king, and almost equally for his loyalty to his children. From all accounts, and from the testimony of acquaintances and relatives, Draldren had followed his father’s well-admired footsteps. Before Jremm had seen him that night in the Rest, his loyalty to Andelemarian had been without question. And all of Ar knew how he worshiped his only daughter. After the death of his wife, Rennilan had become the focus of his life. 

			And now Jremm was telling him that Draldren had given her to some thief from Arbunda’s Rest. It was hard to believe. 

			When he looked behind him, he saw that Jremm had fallen asleep. He wondered how long the mrem had been wandering the streets in search of information, and he smiled down on him and slowly shook his head. He was a good one, this Jremm, tireless and clever, but not overconfident. Mithmid knew that, if the Council had its way, Jremm was destined for better things than spying. Certainly better than being a petty quiet one and watching the streets for the H’satie.

			From what he had overheard in the Council Chamber, though, it seemed that Jremm was already on his way. To that Chamber, despite the hour and despite his fatigue, Mithmid now started. He had to find Lorleen or Eronucu, and he had to tell them what Jremm had just learned. They had to tell the king immediately. Whatever Draldren was doing, it was beginning to grow more and more serious. Andelemarian had to be warned! 
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			“If you think Crethok is hard, think again. From now on, I expect blood.”

			Jarrinon strode back and forth in front of his band of warriors, his face scowling and his voice a constant growl. He made no effort to restrain his tail as it swished behind him. Ever since Crethok had split his small force of twenty raiders from the main band of clansmrem, Jarrinon had been striving to ensure his warriors’ loyalty and respect. This meant, of course, that they had to fear him, and to that end he had begun a series of raids that would destroy all but the best. 

			Like any leader, he had to build a reputation. Unlike the rest, he knew he could be the best. 

			“My cousin has given me the worst,” he snarled at them. “The worst of the warriors, and the most dangerous of the raids.” He paused. “Oh, Crethok didn’t tell me that,” he went on, “but I knew it immediately. He wants us to raid further toward Cragsclaw, to hit what villages he has not ruined, and he wants us to find the tiny caravans that the villages send to the towns. There is little to be gained,” he announced, “if that is all we can find.”

			He spat toward the ground, taking care not to miss the foot of one of his warriors. When the target drew back, Jarrinon snapped his whip against his knee. The clansmrem knew that he must not cry out. 

			“But we will do more,” Jarrinon shouted. “We will strip these hills bare, gain more riches than even Crethok has taken. And we will not lose them to another. When we return, he will have no choice but to praise us.” He stared at his mrem and added, “We will do these things, or you will all die.” 

			The highland raider walked to the edge of the riverbank. Looking to the east, he saw the mountains not far beyond, but what took his attention were the caves scattered all along the far bank. He had heard of liskash in this area, and he wondered if he would find some there. He shuddered at the thought, but if he could kill one he knew these mrem would try nothing against him. Not even Crethok would dare face him in a duel then. Jarrinon smiled to himself. No living member of their clan had ever killed a liskash. Only the great warriors of the past had done that. 

			“The river is the key,” he announced, turning to face the others. “If there is something worthwhile to be found, we will find it on the river.” He turned again, pausing mostly for effect, then whirled and said loudly, “We will watch this river until something passes by. When it does, it is ours.” With that he walked down the bank. 

			The river was fordable here. Further to the south were the waterfalls and the rapids, but here the current was not yet strong. Even this close to the rapids, though, piles of rocks made a crossing possible. All that was necessary was to keep from falling in. 
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			For Jarrinon, the river had a special significance. Like most highlanders, he was afraid of it, and he planned to impress his warriors by denying that fear. By braving the rocks, and crossing to the other side, he would easily gain the clansmrem’s respect. And if the caves held a liskash, and he was able to return with it... the thought alone was enough to spur him on. 

			He stepped into the water. It was cold, as cold as the late autumn air, and his feet were not thankful. Their light brown fur matted as the Targra flowed over them, a sight that always made Jarrinon sick to his stomach. It looked so damned ugly, that wet, waving fur; dark and coiled, it seemed almost alive. 

			But he went on, and finally it was over. At one point the water had risen to his chest, and as he raised himself onto the far bank he took off his tunic and pants and hastily shook them out. Donning them again, he looked at the caves and sighed. Suddenly, in the shadows of the afternoon sun, they looked extremely unfriendly and extremely dangerous. 

			He thought for a moment. He had not told his mrem where he was going, so he could easily turn back. A scouting mission, that’s what it was. A scouting mission with him as the chief scout. 

			Without looking back, he halted and considered. Retreat was tempting, but he had his reputation to worry about. The clansmrem had no reason to respect him yet, no reason to believe he could lead them into a raid, much less into battle. Eventually he would have to do both. For that, he needed their unswerving loyalty. 

			The caves, then. Onward to the dark, stinking caves. “Skartu!” he muttered. “Is this what you’d have me do?” He looked to the sky, but Skartu did not answer. The gods are useless, he thought, especially at times like this. 

			The first cave reeked, but he did not know the smell. Something dead, he thought, as he stepped inside. He went only a short way inside, because in his haste he had forgotten a torch and the cave was dark. Damn! he thought. How could he have been such a fool? 

			The second cave smelled only sweet. As Jarrinon entered he could hear the river rush past, almost as if the cave door were funneling the sound to him. And the smell was of water, and of growing things in the springtime. This time he walked deep inside, because the passage was straight and the light lingered long. 

			Then came the third cave. 

			Dark and imposing, the entrance stared at him as he approached. The sun shone straight inside, allowing him a view that he did not like. On the rocks were the remnants of battle, on the floor the stains of blood. And deep inside, along the southern wall, he could swear he saw a shadow move.

			Tall and black, the shadow paced. Where it came from he could not tell, but he guessed the caster was in a wide chamber. Like a waving tree, the shadow swayed from side to side, and once he thought he saw an arm. Like the shadow, the arm was dark and huge. 

			Liskash, he told himself. He turned quietly and looked up the far bank, where his mrem waited and watched. Turning back he smiled, knowing that this was the moment he had waited for. He drew his sword, raised it high to reflect the sun, then shouted in a voice designed to strike fear. 

			“Liskash!” he yelled, and the cave answered with a rock. It thudded against his chest. Clutching his ribs, Jarrinon crumpled to the ground, rolling from the entrance and down toward the river. Seeing what had happened, his mrem started down the bank. When Jarrinon struggled to his feet, he turned to them and yelled his command. 

			“Stop!” he cried, gasping for breath. “The liskash is mine.” The mrem obeyed; none were anxious to face their racial enemy. Jarrinon started back to the cave. 

			This time the rock was less gentle. It struck him on the cheek, jagged and cutting, and for a moment the blood flowed hard. Nor was the rock alone. Unlike the first time, it was followed by a sword, and Jarrinon saw his arm cut through to muscle. Wrenching it back, he howled, and again his mrem came forward. 

			This time, his commands did not halt them.

			He stumbled forward. A hand grabbed his neck. He found himself staring into the eyes of a mrem. His fur was dark and his eyes were gold, and the strength of his grip choked Jarrinon until he could not even cough. But then the mrem looked out toward the approaching warriors, and with a blow to the face he released the gasping clansmrem to the ground. Jarrinon bounced on the rocks as the darkfur raced along the bank to the north. 

			The warriors reached him. Pointing, Jarrinon ordered them to follow. “But don’t kill him,” he demanded. “He is mine, and mine alone.” The enraged mrem thought he heard a chuckle, but he could not see who had laughed. 

			For over an hour the chase continued. Jarrinon ordered his mrem over rocks, across the river, and even into caves, in an effort to find the skillful runner. But despite his best attempts the darkfur raced on, half-heartedly it seemed, northward toward the rapids and the falls. If he reached that area, Jarrinon knew, he would be doubly difficult to catch. 

			Unless....

			The clansmrem leader clutched the wrappings on his wounded arm. Stopping five of his fastest mrem, he caught his breath and separated them from the rest. “Cross the river,” he coughed, weak and dizzy with the pain of the cut. “Cross the river and run for the waterfall. Let nothing slow you down.” He spat and gasped for breath. “Get past him, and reach the waterfall before he does. Then hide, and wait for him and for us. If you make it, he will be trapped.” 

			They were off in an instant, swimming across the Targra. Jarrinon smiled as they obeyed him, impressed at the loyalty they showed in the swim. Hardly fond of water, and even less enamored of the near-freezing water in the mountain streams, the mrem of the highlands rarely immersed themselves in water over their heads. They scarcely even believed the stories of the sailors in the sea. No one, they thought, could ever stand that much water. 

			Yet here they were, swimming the Targra because he had ordered them. 

			He was beginning to weaken even more. The slice in his arm burned, and he wondered if the darkfur had coated his sword with mild poison. Then, too, sweat was starting to pour from his face, even though the air was cold and the chilling spray from the rapids kept washing him as he ran. By now, the bulk of his warriors ran many strides in front of him. 

			Rounding a curve, he saw the waterfall high above the mists of the rapids. He was right about the trap, because the only way north from here was a dangerous climb straight up a cliff beside the falls. Considering how slippery the water-sprayed rocks were, the climb would be as difficult as scaling an ice-coated mountainside. And any mrem on it would be an easy target. If he was here, Jarrinon would catch him. 

			He was. High above them he stood, on a ledge no wider than the length of his feet. Jarrinon saw him look from side to side, searching for a hold in the wet, slick face of the cliff. His open tunic was soaked through, and Jarrinon knew his pants must be heavy. At his side his sword hung dripping. 

			Looking to his left, Jarrinon saw the five he had sent separately. They raised their swords over their heads to signal that they saw him, and again a smile came to their leader’s face. Behind them, high on the rocks, a tiny trail led up to the top of the cliff. If they hadn’t reached it, the darkfur would certainly have escaped. 

			Now, though, he was trapped. 

			Jarrinon stood below him. “Darkfur!” he shouted. “Come down.” When he received no answer, he shouted again. “We are twenty, darkfur,” he said. “You are only one. And I have archers, who will shoot you if you do not come down.” He stopped, then continued. “Throw down your sword,” he said, “then climb down yourself.” 

			When the darkfur obeyed, Jarrinon simply nodded. Finally, he said, he had done something that would make him known. This was a story his mrem would not forget. So far he had come out less than the victor. Now he must end it so as to increase his prestige.

			The darkfur approached, as the clansmrem opened their ranks. Stepping toward him, Jarrinon stopped three paces away and looked into his eyes. They were gold. For a nervous moment he recalled that Cwynid’s eyes contained flecks of gold, but there was no trace of green in his captive’s eyes at all, just glittering gold. They shone with alertness, but Jarrinon saw that they held no life. He had seen the eyes of captives many times before; these were different. An arm’s length away they still gave the impression of being distant. Again he was reminded of Cwynid. 

			Standing there at the base of the waterfall, the mist wetting the fur on their faces, Jarrinon wondered if these gold eyes could compete with those of Crethok’s magician. They were different, but somehow the same. Though the eyes of that wizard were eyes of illusion; in the eyes of the darkfur he found a more direct strength. 

			They were beautiful, he suddenly thought, and he felt himself grow weak. Suddenly the ground seemed to give way, as his legs buckled beneath him and he fell to his knees. Those holding the stranger jumped to catch him as he fell. Three more clansmrem raced to his side, but by the time they got there the feeling had passed. Shaking his head, Jarrinon stood up. 

			“What did you do to me?” he asked the darkfur, his ears bent back suspiciously. 

			The other did not answer. 

			“You are a magician!” he accused, his voice a barely disguised snarl. 

			The gold eyes danced as the captive laughed. “Maybe you are right,” he said in the slow, halting accent of the grasslands. “But you are a fool.” And with that he grabbed the highland leader and leaped with him into the river. 

			None followed. Whether out of fear of the swirling water, or thinking he could handle this gold-eyed mrem alone, Jarrinon never knew. All he knew, as he tumbled over and over again, fur scraping off his head on rocks deep beneath the surface, was that the darkfur knew the water far better than he. 

			Each time Jarrinon surfaced, his lungs screaming for air, the darkfur quickly dragged him back under. For a while the clansmrem struggled fiercely, overcoming his terror of the water long enough to aim his kicks and his punches. Once he thought he had injured his opponent, but the thought was illusory. Rising above the water in victory, Jarrinon drew a deep breath and felt a sharp blow to the back of his head. 

			Several minutes later, he simply gave up. The darkfur fought relentlessly, fearlessly. He seemed to always be in a position to deliver another strike. As Jarrinon stopped struggling, he felt the darkfur’s hands clutch his ears and pull him to the surface. The muscles in his shoulders knotted, adding to his misery. He cried out under the water and then found he needed to breathe. He felt himself pulled to the surface and then under before he could fill his lungs. Sputtering and gasping, the clansmrem was about to cry mercy, but the darkfur covered his mouth. 

			“He has fought well,” the grasslands mrem announced. The highlander realized they were near the edge of the river, far below the waterfall. Most of those who followed him were clustered on the bank. “You have chosen your leader wisely.” With that, he gave Jarrinon a gentle shove to the river’s edge. 

			The leader of the highlanders did not move. That darkfur had lied, and now he did not trust him. He could easily have humiliated him in front of his mrem, but instead he had praised him. Never, in his five years of raiding and fighting, had he met such insanity. 

			Insanity, that is, to a highlander. Who knew, he thought, what the rest of the world considered useful? 

			“We did not choose him,” came a voice from beside the waterfall. “Crethok chose him for us.”

			For a brief second the darkfur seemed to stagger. Only Jarrinon saw it for what it was, though the rest would think it was caused by the turbulent waters. But the name of Crethok had clearly jarred him. Jarrinon wondered why. 

			“Then this Crethok must be wise,” was all the stranger said. 

			The clansmrem laughed. “Wise?” he shouted. “How can you call him wise? He has detached us from the main force and sent us into the wilds to raid the trees and the fields.” 

			“Silence!” Jarrinon tried to yell. At first it came out a gurgle, then his throat cleared. “Our business is not this darkfur’s.” 

			When the darkfur stepped toward him, Jarrinon became quiet once more. 

			“But he has chosen your leader wisely, has he not?” The gold eyes betrayed no mockery. But again Jarrinon wondered how they could be sincere. 

			Again the clansmrem laughed. “Jarrinon?” he said. “A wise choice?” The laughter rose among the others. “He is no leader, dark one. He is merely Crethok’s toy. We listen to him because Crethok would kill us if we did not. That’s all. That’s the only reason.” 

			Jarrinon blushed and sighed. Still the warriors despised him, and still he was without their respect. But hadn’t he just trapped this mrem? Hadn’t he braved the caves of the liskash? What did they want from him? 

			The darkfur raised his voice above the waterfall’s roar. “Then you believe that your Crethok is a fool,” he stated, and Jarrinon looked at him in fear. 

			The clansmrem stepped forward, and Jarrinon could see he was speaking for them all. He hesitated and glanced at the cliffs surrounding them. After taking a deep, considered breath, he answered. “Yes, Crethok is a fool.” For a moment the only sound was the thunder of the falls, but suddenly a shout rose to the sky. Jarrinon looked, and the clansmrem were cheering their companion’s courage. 

			“Leave him, then, as he has abandoned you,” the darkfur suggested, and again the warriors cheered. 

			“No!” Jarrinon shouted, but the darkfur’s fist struck hard on the side of his head. 

			“Yes!” the mrem on the bank answered. “We will leave him. He has sent us away, so now we owe him no honor.” 

			Summoning what courage he could, Jarrinon shouted as his head throbbed. “If you leave Crethok, you go to Arklier.” He sneered. “He will teach you to dance, not to fight.” He tried to look forceful, though the water dripping from his fur and whiskers didn’t help. He was also aware of the darkfur behind him, and stood so as to keep him carefully in sight. 

			For a time there was silence. But then one clansmrem who had stepped closer to the water spoke. “We need not go to either. Our village chiefs sent us away, we owe them nothing.” 

			“You fear this darkfur,” a voice accused. 

			Jarrinon started to protest, but before he could speak the darkfur’s paw swept upward and, without thinking, he cringed away. 

			A different voice shouted. “We will ask the darkfur to lead us.” 

			Stunned, the warriors did nothing for several long heartbeats. Then they moved back from the river. He started to follow, but the darkfur placed a restraining hand on his shoulder. Jarrinon fought the urge to expose his neck, to acknowledge this stranger as his better. 

			Jarrinon saw them talking among themselves, and in less than a minute they turned and cheered the darkfur. He turned to run down the river, to warn Crethok, but they caught him within a few steps. 

			“Skartu!” he beseeched as they pulled him down, and he covered his face with his hands.
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			RESWEN MADE NO effort to disguise himself when he returned to Ar. He even waved at Jremm as he passed through the River Gate late that fall evening. He had chosen to enter knowing that the brickmaker would be on watch. He wanted it known he had returned. Settling himself in the least vermin-filled room they had at Arbunda’s Rest, the mercenary waited.

			His first caller came before dawn. It was Draldren, excited and concerned. There had been no mention of Sruss’s death. Had he been cheated? Reswen nearly threw the foolish noble out, but then thought better of it. It took nearly an hour of reassurances before he left.

			The next caller was a merchant, hiring guards for a trip south to cities along the sea. His presence was a tribute to the merchants’ grapevine in Ar. Reswen was tempted to accept the commission. He had never enjoyed Ar’s cold winters, and the southern cities had been at peace. It would have been an easy journey, but he refused. This season his skills would be needed here.

			Mithmid arrived third, boldly identifying himself as a member of the H’satie. Reswen probed until he could be sure this bureaucrat really knew what had occurred. Then they were able to relax over wine as Reswen reported on what he had heard in the east. 

			“To begin,” the mercenary reported, “the highland clans are restless. Something is stirring them into a liskash brew. Peorlias was a calming influence and he is dead, some say mysteriously. His sons battle for the Clan. I hear they hope to settle accounts with their grandfather’s enemy, Sleisher, though his son seems to be doing a good job of holding them in check.” 

			There was a slight sound in the hall outside the room and both mrem froze, their ears lying flat. Without speaking, Reswen crept to the door and pulled it open. 

			No one was there. 

			When he turned, the mercenary captain was not surprised to see a long, curved dagger in Mithmid’s hand. Both mrem smiled. 

			“The spice caravans from the eastern desert have not reappeared.” Reswen continued once he was seated again. “It has been three winters now since they stopped coming.” 

			“Is there any talk of the Eastern Lords?” 

			“Mothers frighten their children with them.” There was amusement in Reswen’s voice. “Otherwise just silence. No one who enters the desert returns.” 

			Mithmid stared at the wall where the clay was crumbling onto the bricks below. “This place was new the last time the Eastern Lords were a threat. Now we hear rumors of their name everywhere, but not where I’d expect to. Sometimes what you don’t hear means much.” 

			“The merchants are all nervous. Many will travel south and wait. They do not like to take chances,” Reswen cautioned. 

			“You have sworn on your sword to be loyal to Andelemarian. There are many ways to serve our king,” Mithmid started abruptly on a different topic. “Some you would not suspect, some even he would not.” The H’satie’s tail jerked once and then was still. 

			Reswen didn’t answer. His eyes were suddenly cautious. 

			“I’ll not ask you for any commitment,” Mithmid assured the mercenary quickly, “but I have been told to request you meet tonight with others who share your purpose. But by a different route. 

			“They would like to show you another way in which we can aid our king.” 

			“May I set the place?” the mercenary asked cautiously. 

			“A quiet room in the outer palace?” Mithmid countered. “If there is any sign of betrayal, you can simply call for the guard.” 

			Reswen thought quickly. The palace should be safe. This was too elaborate to be simply a plot to expose him. And if it were, they would not pick the palace to do so. If this was a trap, they would have to be in control of the palace guard. If that was so, all was lost anyhow and perhaps the ruckus he could cause might warn the king. 

			“I’ll go. At midnight,” he agreed. The guard changed at midnight and so there would be twice as many about. 

			“Excellent,” Mithmid sounded relieved. “Now tell me about the mood of the people you met. How do they feel about the king? About the new taxes?” 

			“Oziltor seeks to have me work for his baron....” 
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			Cwynid squatted in the center of the abandoned inn. The only brightness came from shafts of light that reflected the dust motes as they leaked through holes in the ceiling. The sandy-furred mrem’s eyes were clenched shut. His mouth curled back from the strain, but still it retained some portion of a satisfied smirk. 

			“They fear and obey,” he spoke to the empty room. 

			There was a pause. 

			“Yes, he too has been broken,” Cwynid answered the silence. “No, we do not move too fast.” 

			The evil magician started as if slapped. 

			“I don’t need help, not his,” he protested. 

			Silence again. 

			Cwynid’s voice was adamant. He half-rose as he spoke the next time. “Now is the time to strike. Never were our enemies so divided, so unaware. I can lead it all.” 

			Cwynid’s body suddenly contorted, as if wracked by terrible pain. He gasped out his next reply, “No, I only serve the Lords.” There was a whine in his tone. 

			Again silence, but Cwynid was again relaxed and then shivered slightly. 

			“The Lords are all pain and pleasure.” This last was in the dull tones of an often-uttered formula. 

			Cwynid’s eyes opened. There were tears at their edges. He moved slowly at first, as if recovering from an ordeal. After a few paces there was more energy in his step. By the time he pulled free the board that he had used to jam the remnants of the door closed, his wicked smile had returned.

			Just before leaving he stopped in the open door. A rodent the size of the wizard’s fist was creeping into the far side of the room. Cwynid stared at the beast and then made a quick series of gestures with his fingers. The rat squeaked, finding itself unable to move. 

			When Cwynid squeezed his right hand into a fist, blood poured from the hapless creature’s mouth. The tan wizard released his grip on its muscles so that he could enjoy the rodent’s death throes.
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			TALWE STOOD ON a rock at the edge of a deep pool. To his left, only a few steps away, the waterfall thundered. The roar echoed off the cliffs on either side. His fur glistened in the spray as the sunset lit the river valley. 

			For a passing moment the dark-furred mrem was aware of how he must look to the mrem gathered several steps further from the falls: fierce, barbaric, powerful. Then he didn’t care. He was not here to impress these highland bandits. They were not even mrem, just barbaric animals that looked like mrem. Like any animals, he would use them. If they all died, so much the better. But a pack of animals can be dangerous.... 

			So intense became his thoughts, Talwe ceased to hear even the crash of the falls. He failed to see the mrem who had just chosen him as their leader back away as his expression became even more driven and fierce than it had been. 

			“I give you this present, Inla. You and the goddess of this river.” He lifted what was left of Jarrinon over his head. Blood ran down the still-wet fur of Talwe’s arm and dripped into the swirling water below. 

			“I give you the body of this mrem. They have slain him, those who once followed him, for now they would follow me. 

			“I do not want them. 

			“But I will use them. 

			“The one called Paralan has pledged his service to me, and the others will now pledge theirs as well. Together we will follow the hills to the mountains, eastward past the river and toward the dry end of the world. There at the end we will find the place called Cragsclaw, and there I will find the ones that I hate. 

			“Crethok. 

			“Cwynid. 

			“Ondra, who once was my friend.” Thinking this last, the mrem felt alone. There was strength in the feeling, but also pain. He sought the image of others to fight the solitude inside himself. 

			Morian must suffer no longer. She has suffered much more than enough. 

			Talwe then promised the gods he had called to make these hated ones suffer in her stead. “We will torture them as they have tortured her. Tear their loves from them as they cost me mine. We will slash at their minds until they can no longer think. 

			“And then I will bring them to her, for her to do with as she wishes. 

			“Come with me, Inla. For we have found blood together and there will be more. Take this fool’s body as my payment. And guide me as I lead the others.” 
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			 “Have we done the right thing?” Tarrin asked. 

			Paralan lay quiet, watching the stars in the cold night sky. “Yes,” he said, but he was far from certain. 

			“He’s strange, Paralan,” the other whispered. “He goes off in the night, and I do not think he sleeps.” 

			Nodding, Paralan returned the whisper. “He has gold eyes,” he muttered. “Perhaps they need no sleep.” 

			The other laughed quietly. “Perhaps,” he said, but then his voice was serious. “He is leading us east,” he said softly. “We will pass close to our homes there. If Crethok finds us, or even if Arklier finds us, we will be killed before we can explain.” 

			“Why?” Paralan countered. “Crethok is paying no attention to us. He sent us away to get rid of Jarrinon. And he succeeded, though he would be surprised how. 

			“Jarrinon sent no messengers back, and we need not either. If Crethok doesn’t know what we’re doing, he will have no reason to kill us.” 

			“But he will find us without Jarrinon.” 

			“We can say he was killed in a raid. Crethok thought little enough of him, so he should believe that easily.” 

			“How do we explain the darkfur?” came Tarrin’s question. Paralan nodded. “That will be hard,” he said, “if it ever comes to that.” He paused. “But the darkfur, I think, will not let us be seen by any mrem, unless he knows there is something to gain. No fool leads us now, Tarrin.” 

			“I pray you’re right,” was Tarrin’s only reply. 

			Besides, thought Paralan, it won’t be for long. Sooner or later the darkfur will make a mistake, and he himself would lead them from there. He should have been leader all along, not Jarrinon, and had Crethok not feared his cousin, he would have been chosen. Then perhaps Crethok had realized his value and sent him with Jarrinon to be rid of two threats. The thought appealed to his pride, but aroused his anger. 

			When Arklier became ClanMrem, Crethok was as good as dead. 
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			Talwe, Paralan thought, was not an easy taskmaster. His demands were many, and most of the time he seemed to want to be alone. Never was there warmth in his voice. Not once had he joined them as they danced. He had placed Paralan more or less in charge of the warriors, except in times of battle, when the darkfur would take command for himself. 

			Unfortunately, the clansmrem regretted, such times had been few. Talwe neither sought battle nor relished it.

			More than anything else, this seemed to bother the warriors. They were, after all, highlanders or those who had taken refuge in their mountains. All were trained in the arts of raiding and of battle. Most had in them highlander blood, and with it a driving instinct to fight for their food and their lives. What they could not find they stole, and what they stole they treasured. 

			What they had stolen lately, since the coming of Talwe, had been very little indeed. 

			That the dark-furred mrem differed from Crethok wasn’t the problem. Crethok’s leadership was based on fear, while Talwe’s was based on strength, and perhaps mystery. There was something about this new leader that had prevented any of them from approaching him. Crethok led openly, harshly, while Talwe preferred stealth and secrecy, even a kind of fear, but something subtler than the crude threats with which Crethok drove the clansmrem. Both differences were good. Less good was the other change: where Crethok raided indiscriminately, Talwe saw no gain in ravaging the farmers and herders. 

			In fact, he demanded that the villages not be raided at all. This could mean hungry times, something no clansmrem would tolerate when weaker mrem had food.

			Six times the band had come upon villages. Three were in the grasslands west of the Targra, the other three scattered along the mountainsides as they passed. As Crethok had taught them, the warriors had prepared for the raids, and Paralan had gone about ensuring that all was in order. But when Talwe’s orders came, they came as a complete surprise. Rather than raid, they were to enter as visitors.

			They were, first of all, to pay for what they took. Talwe explained that the villagers were too poor to steal from, that a raid would serve no benefit except for mrem to die from both sides, and that a band as small as this could well use the help of the villages as they passed through the grasslands and the foothills. It was from the caravans, he said, they could gain gold and goods. With these things they would buy what the villages had to offer. 

			Next came the ban on killing. Since this wasn’t a raid, the villagers would put up no armed defense, so there was no reason whatsoever to kill them. Again Paralan had protested, claiming that the raiders’ right was to claim sacrifices to Skartu, but Talwe announced firmly that any who killed would die. What if the females resisted? The darkfur would not listen to any protest. 

			The raiders grumbled but accepted Talwe’s pronouncements. Unbelieving and unhappy, they approached the first village without enthusiasm. Talwe then went toward the village by himself. Not even a bodyguard was allowed to accompany him. He met with the elders on the outskirts of the village, and Paralan heard him insisting they be admitted as visitors. The village did not want them, but Talwe reminded them of his band’s strength. 

			Talwe got his way. He always got his way, Paralan was beginning to decide. And that was just as well. Each member of the band knew Talwe would kill them without mercy should he decide it was necessary. 

			Composed, firm, both threatening and yet somehow soothing, the darkfur talked the villagers into doing as he wished. Over and over, Paralan marveled at his powers of oration, and he wondered now if even Arklier was as good. In less than an hour the raiders were inside the village, and a feast (which he forced his disgruntled raiders to pay for) was prepared in their honor. 

			Next came the ban none of the highlanders could believe. Late that night, two drunken warriors staggered out of their makeshift tent. Wandering through the village, they looked through doorways until they found what they wanted. Entering a hut, they ignored the inhabitants’ protests and brought forth a young female. Back to their tent they took her, and with voices loud and mocking they ordered her to take off her clothes. 

			Talwe heard them. Leaping from his furs, he raced to their tent and tore it open. Too drunk to see how angry he was, and acting as they would have with Crethok, the two raiders offered to share her with him, and then they laughed and waited for their leader to join them. But when he stepped up to them, he did not smile. He ordered one warrior to free the village female and give her his purse. The astonished mrem stood gaping. Then his ruff rose and he turned to protest. Talwe threw his knife into the protesting mrem’s chest, killing him instantly. The second, who had not yet touched the girl, hurriedly threw the frightened female his purse and disappeared into the night as Talwe pulled his knife from his friend’s heart. 

			Standing in the shadows, Paralan shuddered. Not once had the dark-furred mrem shown any sign of anger. His fur had lain flat and his ears had stayed upright. There had not even been a twitch from his tail. 

			With the warriors watching, Talwe covered the female in a blanket, cut the purse off the dead raider’s harness and handed this to her as well. Then he walked with her back to her hut, speaking in soothing tones.

			Returning from her hut, Talwe ordered the highlanders back to sleep. He announced that he would stand watch through the night, pointing, as he talked, with the knife that dripped blood onto the ground. They were sick, they were confused, and they did not understand what they had just seen. What they did understand was that his decisions were not to be questioned. They would not forget. 

			In the morning they left, actually buying food from the astonished elders. For a short while one of the village hunters had followed, then returned when it was clear the band was really leaving. The darkfur’s eyes blazed all that day, but except for his commands he spoke no word to anyone. Frightened, the clansmrem marched where he wished.

			The other villages were the same. Even in the mountains, where twice the villagers forced the raiders to set up camp outside the village, the clansmrem were not allowed to attack. The darkfur ruled calmly, but beneath the calm was an enormous fury. What this fury did, simply and effectively, was to keep the clansmrem in check. Despite their displeasure, and despite their newfound distrust, none of the warriors dared to challenge Talwe—Paralan least of all. 

			And so they had come to this pass through the foothills. The raids had been few, and everything they had gained raiding two tiny caravans they had subsequently spent in trading with the villages for food and supplies. Even so, they had not eaten well, and the warriors were hungry and disgruntled. 

			“You have to talk to him,” Tarrin said. “The mrem are going to desert if things keep up this way.” 

			Paralan nodded. “I know,” he said quietly. “But he doesn’t want to talk, Tarrin. He never explains anything.” Nor had Jarrinon, he thought, or Crethok of course. But they were highlanders, not grasslanders. Their authority, unlike Talwe’s, was never open to question. 

			Tarrin stopped walking and looked around. “They’re ready,” he said of the clansmrem. “It won’t be long.” He paused. “And if they go, we will have to go with them.” He scratched his arm and added, “But after what happened to Jarrinon, and after we accepted Talwe, neither Crethok nor Arklier will welcome us back.”

			That was true, Paralan thought. Only an incredible series of lies would persuade Crethok to accept them back, and by now even that was probably too late. Perhaps they could find a place with Arklier, but that, too, was doubtful. No love was lost between the two sons of Peorlias, but in matters of insubordination they would agree nevertheless. 

			If the raiders deserted, they would be lost. 

			I will approach Talwe, he thought. He must be told of the danger. Perhaps then he will become more reasonable. 

			He strode to the front of the cave they were camping in, where the darkfur stood alone. Talwe waited with head held high, the setting sun casting shadows that rippled across the fur on his face. His leather tunic was closed against the cold breeze, but even in this cold he did not wear boots. Perhaps later, when the snows came, he would take the soft leather boots from his pack, but for now his legs were bare from the middle of his calves to the bottom of his feet. Highlanders wore boots all year around, and Paralan shivered when he saw the darkfur’s feet. 

			He pulled up beside him. “I would talk with you,” he said, and the leader turned toward him. 

			When Talwe said nothing, Paralan continued. “The clansmrem are dissatisfied,” he said as calmly as he could. “There is a danger that they will desert.” He had thought of being less direct, but he seemed to have no control when the words came. Expecting anger, he was surprised at Talwe’s calm. 

			“I know,” the darkfur said, his head nodding almost imperceptibly. And then he added, “Tell them they are free to leave.” 

			“You are their leader,” Paralan protested. “They chose you to lead them.” He was agitated at Talwe, and his words were not gentle. 

			“I have led them,” Talwe countered. “But they do not like where.” There was no understanding in his voice. It was almost as if he resented the necessity of having to talk with the clansmrem. 

			Paralan spat on the ground. “When they—we—agreed to serve you, we thought you would lead us on raids against the merchants, raids against the villages. That is what we know, Talwe. That is what we have been trained to do. Crethok....” 

			“Crethok is not here,” Talwe cut in. “His purposes differ from mine.” Stopping, he turned to Paralan and repeated, “Tell them they are free to leave. Where we go would serve them well, but I will take no mrem with me who would question what I do.”

			The clansmrem watched the darkfur. He meant it. He simply did not care if the mrem stayed or left. This was so different from Crethok’s insistence on obedience that the response was unsettling to the highlander. Nurtured in subservience, Paralan said nothing at all. Wondering why mrem followed Talwe, why he would stay, he simply left his leader’s side, shaking his head slowly. With his head hung low and tail drooping, Paralan walked back toward the others. When he told them the darkfur’s words, Tarrin threw up his arms in disgust. 

			“Is that his idea of a command?” Tarrin asked. “That isn’t a command. It isn’t even a suggestion.” He paused, shaking with anger. “What are we supposed to do now?” his voice quivered. 

			Paralan rubbed the back of his hand along his whiskers. “Exactly what he said: leave.” Then, after a pause, “Either that, or we stay with him and do what he wants. Whatever we will do, we’d best decide.” 

			Tarrin calmed his voice and suggested, “Of course, we don’t have to decide at all.” He looked around. “At least, not yet.” Facing Paralan, he added, “We could just wait to see what he is planning.” Then, resignedly, “We have nowhere to go in any case. What do we have to lose?” 

			Paralan laughed softly. “Nothing,” he said, and he began to walk away from his comrades. 

			“We’ll wait,” Tarrin said to the mrem who stood watching. “If he still does nothing, we’ll all leave.” 

			What he didn’t say, what he was sure none of them understood, was that they would leave under his command. His own clan had always been small and with little honor. Unlike the darkfur, he would know what to do. He would raid, he would steal, and he would fight what battles he could find. With each victory mrem would hurry to join him. He would gather all the warriors he could find, until at last he could challenge the reign of the ClanMrem. No longer would the clan be weak. 

			Then Tarrin glanced at the enigmatic figure outlined in the light of the setting sun. For now he would wait. 
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			The wait was short.

			Late that afternoon, with the autumn sun throwing its last light over the foothills, Talwe’s band climbed a tall hill and saw over the crest the wagons of a caravan. It was headed west into the grasslands, perhaps then to Surisa or even southwest to Ar. As a late-year caravan it would be filled with goods to exchange for grain, produce, and perhaps salted meat, and if it came from a city its haul would be valuable. When Paralan saw it, he looked at Talwe, who stared down from the tree-lined hilltop. 

			The wagons numbered nine. If all eight were filled with trade goods (the ninth being the supply wagon), the take would be huge. But as always with caravans of this size, the guards were plentiful. Paralan counted twenty-four, and more could well be hidden from sight in the wagons. Against the eighteen remaining clansmrem, nineteen including the darkfur, such a number was practically impossible to defeat. Not only were most caravan guards well-trained as fighters, they knew how to use their wagons for protection.

			Paralan waited. Like Tarrin and the others, he had no idea what to expect. If this plan was too foolish they would act as if starting to obey and then disappear into the darkness and meet at the cave. Even the darkfur couldn’t challenge all of them at once. He wondered if the troubled mrem they followed cared, if he would even bother to follow if they deserted him. 

			Talwe stood motionless behind a gnarled stump as the caravan worked its way through the hills in the semi-darkness. By this time of day the uxen would be weary, and Paralan knew the caravan must soon stop and camp. If the band was to strike, this was the perfect time. 

			Turning, Talwe strode back toward the clansmrem. His gold eyes caught the failing sun eerily, and he appeared so strange that if he had ordered them to lie down and sleep no mrem would have disputed him. But he didn’t. Instead, with a voice both calm and cold, he said to the raiders, “The wagons are ours.” He turned back up the hill, and Paralan looked at Tarrin and smiled. 

			Finally, after all this waiting, something was about to happen. The only questions now were what and when? 

			Talwe returned. “We will not attack,” he said, and once more the clansmrem looked angry, Tarrin more than the others. 

			“There are twenty-six guards,” their leader went on to explain. “If we attack, we will certainly lose. You are skilled, but they have the advantage.” Paralan smiled to himself. What Talwe was saying any clansmrem would understand. 

			Talwe looked straight at him. “Take five mrem,” he ordered. “Go quickly and quietly up the hill behind the wagons. I will lead the others toward the caravan, but instead of attacking we will draw the guards away. When I signal, fall on the merchants and the cooks and overcome them.” He paused, then added, “Kill them only if you must. I have a need for some alive.” 

			Paralan nodded vigorously. “What will the signal be?” he asked. 

			The darkfur looked to his left. “I will shout the Cry of the Kill,” he explained. “You do not know it, but you will not mistake it.” He paused in thought. “When you gain control of the caravan, lead the uxen south, the way they were headed. Make enough noise so that the guards will hear you. When they see the caravan moving, they will be forced back to protect it. As soon as they turn, we will attack them from behind.

			“Now, go,” he ended, and he strode back up the hill to watch the caravan approach. 

			As Talwe walked away, Paralan realized that once more their leader had shown no emotion. His plan had merit, but he had presented it as if they were simply gathering strayed uxen. Nothing about the darkfur gave any hint he might even be excited—might care that some of them would soon die. And more damnably, the plan should work. With the merchants as hostages, the guards would be unable to act.
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			With Tarrin and four others, Paralan slipped past the wagons. With the sun almost completely set, and the guards evidently concentrating on getting the caravan through the pass before setting up camp, the clansmrem were in no danger of being spotted. Raised in the mountains, and expert at using the rocks and trees as cover and as aid, the highlanders climbed silently up the steep slope. Stopping behind a row of gold sporass, they looked across to Talwe’s hill and waited for the raid to begin.

			Minutes later, Talwe appeared. Leading a group of four clansmrem, he descended the hill toward his left, while another group of five walked down the hill to the right. In the middle stood three archers with their bows bent, ready to shoot on command. As the small groups split further apart, Paralan silently questioned Talwe’s tactics. As the two groups of bandits sauntered toward the wagons, he wondered why every mrem followed him down the hill. 

			In the half-light of the three moons, Paralan could see Talwe pause. His shout filled the narrow valley. Seconds later, the three archers fired. Their arrows thudded into the ground well short of any target, but the sound of the bows in the night, combined with Talwe’s brief shout, served their purpose well. All of the guards jumped away from the caravan, drawing their swords and bows. 

			Quickly and efficiently, the guards deployed. Two groups of four spread out to the flanks, while two groups of five formed a center with a small gap between. Staggered behind them stood a second line, comprised of the remaining eight guards, and like the others they advanced at their leader’s command. 

			The clansmrem’s arrows rang once more. This time, Talwe’s group followed the firing with a short charge to the guards’ right flank. But the darkfur stopped before the battle was joined. The surprised guards staggered to a halt, confused by his tactics. 

			The highlanders’ other group of swordsmrem did the same. Again, the result was surprise. The guards were off balance now, their expectations dashed by Talwe’s unusual fighting stance, and Paralan could see them looking to their leader for their orders. 

			Again Talwe feinted, moving first forward, then away, drawing the guards further from the wagons. Arrows flew, but Talwe stayed far enough away so that none struck home. Then the other group performed its feint, and Paralan looked down at the wagons. Eight mrem watched from behind them, their backs fully exposed to the raiders on the mountainside, and none of the eight was armed with more than a dagger. 

			Suddenly, Talwe screamed. Around the valley his voice echoed; its sorrow and its longing stunned Paralan. In it he heard both victory and defeat, both comfort and fear. For a moment he could not think, because suddenly he needed a means to escape. To escape from the pain in that voice. 

			But then he knew it. This was the Cry of the Kill. “Now!” he purred just loudly enough to be heard, and the six mrem on the mountainside leaped from the sporass and raced through the rocks down toward the wagons. 

			They knocked all eight unconscious with their fists and the flats of their swords. Tarrin stabbed his first opponent in the back and Paralan had to prevent him from doing the same to a cringing teamster. Then it was over. Quickly, while the others threw the unconscious merchants into the nearest wagon, Paralan raced to the caravan’s lead wagon, and grabbing the uxen’s harness he began to hurry it along the trail. For a minute the stubborn beasts resisted, but Paralan soothed them with his voice. Finally the wagon rolled. The uxen pulling the other driver-less wagons followed out of habit. 

			Paralan shouted to the others. “Faster!” he screamed, watching for the guards’ reaction. It was immediate. 

			Turning around quickly, the leader of the guards bellowed orders at his mrem. “The wagons!” he shouted. “Back to the wagons!” 

			As soon as they had obeyed, Talwe’s mrem charged, both groups uniting to attack first one of the scurrying flank groups and then the center. 

			Then they broke through to the wagons. The guard captain had fallen in the center, but his sergeant tried to rally the remaining mrem. Before they could charge, Talwe dragged an unconscious merchant out of a wagon. He said nothing, just stood there holding the dagger to the mrem’s throat. 

			This merchant must not have been popular, or the three guards who kept charging simply didn’t notice. They kept coming until five times their number met them at the edge of the wagons.

			Within minutes, it was over. Confused, surprised, and disorganized, the remaining guards backed off. Eight guards remained, and finally Talwe called upon them to surrender. At a barked order, most simply turned and disappeared into the night. Two remained behind, moving cautiously toward the wagons. As they approached, their coloring betrayed they had at least some highland ancestry. Paralan gestured for them to drop their swords and then went forward to meet them. He returned after a few minutes of agitated discussion to explain they wished to join Talwe’s band. When one of the raiders recognized one of the guards as a clansmrem banished for besting Crethok in a duel, Talwe accepted them. One clansmrem only lay dead on the field, and another was wounded but would heal. 

			The spoils were great, and the highlanders made a cache in the mountains. Two of the wagons Talwe decided to take with him, and two of the uxen they roasted for food. What uxen remained would travel with the warriors. 

			His last act was to release the merchants and their helpers. He fed them generously with their own uxen, then gave them food and water and knives. 

			“Go where you will,” he ordered their leader. “You have been beaten,” he said, “by Talwe the Hunter and the mrem of the highlands. Tell them, so that we may be known.”
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			JREMM RACED through the streets of Ar, his heart throbbing and his lungs gasping for air. He had come from the north, where he had been keeping his unrequested vigil over Rennilan. What he had learned today the Council needed to know. Rennilan had not come to Arbunda’s Rest that night, but a sand-colored male mrem had. Hidden outside the lowhouse, Jremm had listened carefully to the cold, harsh conversation within. 

			They had talked of Rennilan, but mostly they spoke of the king. The two also mentioned other names—Draldren and Gerianan, and even old Oormet. Their scorn for the old doorkeeper was strong, and as they talked Jremm feared for his life. 

			Of Gerianan they said little, but of Draldren they revealed something important. “He will do as I command,” the sandfur said repeatedly. “He is nothing anymore, neither to himself nor to his daughter.” Over the protests of the “thief” (as Jremm liked to call the other mrem), the sandfur protested, “Draldren is not to be feared.” When asked why, he answered only, “Because he is mine.” 

			Suddenly Jremm felt a stabbing pain in his head. Falling to his knees, he pawed at his eyes and shook himself. It was all he could do to keep his claws sheathed. 

			The pain worsened. 

			In an act of will Jremm forced himself to lean back and stay calm. He felt as if a knife had been driven into each eye and was being twisted. Yet he could see no one else in the alley. Then came a red haze that blocked his vision, and he whimpered deep within his throat. Desperately the brickmaker thought of other things—of the colors of the Mraal at sunset and even of the baking of bricks. Finally the pain went away. 

			He could not say how long it had lasted. He had the urge to flee, but resisted. Instead he rose from behind bales of fodder and searched for some cause for his former misery. He saw nothing, but then light flooded into the alley and he saw the sandfur looking through the doorway. Silently he crouched down once more, barely breathing. 

			“There is magic here,” the sandfur said to someone behind him. “I can feel it.” 

			Magic? thought Jremm. Then the sandfur must know magic himself. Mithmid had taught him that. Only a magician can feel the presence of magic. No magician himself, Jremm wondered often if Mithmid’s magic was true or feigned. He had never actually seen him do anything magical. 

			“I have no magic,” the thief said calmly, coming to the door behind the other mrem. 

			“That much I know,” the sandfur replied. “You do not meet the requirements. But a moment ago I felt magic in this house, and I sent a binding to see if I could hold and destroy it.” 

			“Did it work?” the other asked. 

			After a pause, the sandfur said, “It is gone now. Whoever it was has been frightened off.” Then they closed the door and resumed a hushed conversation, as Jremm crouched low with his mind working furiously.

			A binding? Was that the pain he had felt? But the sandfur said the binding was against magic. Was Mithmid near? Or Berrilund? It could not possibly have been meant for himself. 

			He forgot the point completely, though, when he heard the sandfur’s next words. 

			“Draldren is gone now,” he told the thief, “to do as I have commanded. You have set this up well, my friend.” 

			A soft laugh followed. “Your plans, Cwinyd, are always complete,” the thief answered. “Once a mrem has debased his own daughter for our pleasure, loyalty toward his king seems a small thing.” After a short silence, he added, “I would never have thought of using the daughter.” 

			“It worked well?”

			“Perfectly. Each time I used her, or had others use her, Draldren’s will dropped further. He had no choice, really, but to give her to us. For months we had met in the Rest, and each time I was able to get more and more from him. But then he dried up, as you had expected. Finally he said he wanted out. I told him he was already guilty of treason, but he said Andelemarian would forgive him. That’s when I called out my mind to you.” 

			The sandfur muttered, “I almost missed that,” he said. “I have been far from Ar these last months, and I did not appreciate the calling.” 

			“You didn’t say so at the time,” came the reply. 

			“I had no time. You were losing Draldren.” 

			“There were other links to the court,” the thief suggested. “Why did you use none of those?” 

			“They weren’t as good,” answered the other. “Draldren has long been privileged, partly because of Rennilan. Gerianan has wanted to marry her ever since she came of age.” 

			“That,” said the thief, “I didn’t know.” 

			A soft laugh. “Then you were blind,” said the sandfur. “Gerianan’s interest is what prompted me to use her. But it was far from easy. I could allow Draldren no reason to suspect that his mind had been tampered with. I had to enchant her as well, and because of their closeness that spell came close to failing. She had to be willing to betray him, even if she herself did not understand why. When she came to you at the Rest, she was sincere in wanting you, sincere in telling you her father’s secrets. Later she hated herself for it, but that only proved the spell’s power. What we gained, of course, was Draldren’s cooperation, his mind really.” 

			“He came back so willingly,” the other said. “Was that, too, a spell?”

			“No,” the sandfur answered immediately. “There was no need. When he learned of Rennilan’s betrayal, his will was weakened. All he needed was a suggestion. That, also, was natural. When the court learned of Rennilan’s dalliances, Draldren was ostracized, beneath the surface at least. A few well-placed observations, mostly by you, convinced him that the court was no longer where he belonged. The rest was easy.” 

			“Is it done yet?” the thief asked. 

			“Is what done yet?” 

			“Draldren’s deed.” 

			The sandfur drew a breath. “Not yet,” he said. “Not until the hour before dawn. The inner palace guard changes then, and Draldren will have little difficulty entering. At dawn, my binding will pass. He has less than an hour to act.” 

			“That seems a very large risk,” the thief suggested. 

			“A risk we must take,” the sandfur replied. “Under the binding, he is not fully himself, and he could easily give himself away. When the guard changes, he can take advantage of the darkness and the slight confusion. If he tries to enter earlier, he will be caught.” 

			“What if he fails?” The thief’s voice was calm but cold. 

			“Then he will die. As he must in any event, even if he succeeds.” A pause, then, “And if he does succeed, then we have served well.” 

			“Yes,” said the other. “The Lords will be pleased. With the death of its king, the death of the city begins.” 

			His head still reeling, Jremm ran hard. The Council had to know. Andelemarian had to be saved. Nothing else mattered, not Rennilan, not Draldren, nothing he had ever known. All he knew was that the king of Ar must not die. 
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			Stirring from his sleep, Mithmid groggily opened his eyes. As always he had kicked his blankets onto the floor, but unlike most nights he was intensely cold. Even in the deep of winter, on the rare nights when snow fell in Ar, he seldom felt cold. His fur was not long but it was thick, and during the night it kept his body heat in.

			But tonight his fur seemed completely gone. His back was cold, and so was his neck. With that cold neck came the inevitable headache, but even that hadn’t awakened him tonight. What awoke him instead was the unbearable noise that sounded in his brain. Not knowing what it was, and almost afraid to find out, Mithmid sat up and looked from side to side.

			In the darkness he saw nothing. No light came through the doorway, and for a long time his eyes refused to focus. Suddenly he was frightened, afraid he was blind. Again and again he shook his head, yet the noise did not stop and his sight did not come back. Moaning and clenching his teeth, he pushed himself to his feet. 

			He fell. Unable to see, the noise in his head overwhelming, he could not keep his balance. Onto his knees he dropped hard, then he turned onto his back and rolled around the floor. When the roaring finally stopped, he reached out his hand and touched the open doorway. 

			Then he heard a voice. Weak and gasping, it whispered to him almost too quietly to be heard. Concentrating past the ache in his head, Mithmid listened as closely as he could, and what he heard was a soft, desperate cry for help. 

			“The king,” it said. “Go to the king.” For a moment there was silence, and then the voice said, “Save his life.” 

			“Who...?” Mithmid cried aloud, but the voice in his head had stopped. 

			It was a woman, he thought. He recognized the voice. Most likely someone from the Council, but the voice was so faint he couldn’t even tell her age. It might have been Sorilia, but it could just as easily have been Lorleen or Gaelor. 

			Right now, though, that hardly mattered. If the voice was right, Andelemarian’s life was in danger. What he couldn’t be sure of, however, was whether or not the voice should be trusted. 

			Still unable to see, he crawled toward his bed. Beside it on the floor he found his clothes, and putting them on he rose to his feet. Then, feeling his way through the darkness, he made his way quickly out onto the street. 

			Trustworthy or not, the voice had to be listened to. The consequences were too great if he ignored it and had guessed wrong. 

			With the cool of the fresh night air, Mithmid’s head began to clear. The moonlight gave what he needed to find his way to the palace, even if the edges were still far from clear. He stumbled through the streets, seeing no one pass near him, and as his eyes began to focus better he deepened his breathing and ran. 

			In a quarter of an hour he arrived at the palace gates. Recognizing him, the guard let him through, and the apprentice wizard raced across the inner courtyard. The door to the throne room was locked, and two guards stood outside it. 

			“I must see the king,” Mithmid sputtered, his lungs drinking in whatever air they could get. 

			“The king sleeps,” the taller guard replied. 

			Mithmid nodded. “Of course,” he said, his voice still out of control. “It’s late in the night. But I must reach him, and it has to be now!” Surely they would let him through, he thought. Surely they recognized him; he had been here five or six times now. 

			But these were different guards, of course. Had this been day the guards would have known him, and even old Oormet might have been there to greet him. But in the middle of the night, nobody had audience with the king, and nobody would be allowed to pass the doors. They rightfully thought him a madman or assassin. Clenching his fists, he bared his teeth in disgust at his own stupidity. 

			“The guard at the gate recognized me,” he said. “He let me through. You would do no harm to let me in to see the king.” When they did not move he added, “The king knows who I am. I have done work for him.” 

			“Everyone in Ar works for the king,” came the smaller guard’s answer. “To them, too, we would refuse entry.” 

			He was entirely correct, of course. There was simply no reason for them to allow Mithmid inside. The H’satie wizard cursed himself anew. If he hadn’t been so quick to run, he might have thought of a better plan. As it was, the wisest thing to do was to leave. The best he could hope for was not to be arrested. 

			Suddenly he heard voices. From behind him four guards approached, their swords drawn out and their faces grim in the moonlight. Mithmid looked at them and hung his head. He was sure they had come for him, and he realized that running was pointless. 

			“Welcome,” said the tall guard at the door. 

			“We have come on time,” said the first of the newcomers. 

			“Good,” said the first. “This has been a long night.” 

			Soft laughter followed. “Has anything happened?” a newcomer asked. “Anything at all?” 

			“No,” snorted the shorter guard at the door. “Not until this fellow showed up a few minutes ago.” 

			The guards turned to look at Mithmid. “What does he want?” the first newcomer asked, his eyes trained on Mithmid but his question meant for the other guard. 

			“He wants to see the king.” 

			Louder laughter. “See the king? At this hour? I didn’t know the king liked boys.” Then all broke into laughter, as Mithmid blushed from beneath his fur. 

			“It’s important that I see him,” Mithmid protested. “I must get through to see him.” 

			One of the newcomers put a hand on Mithmid’s shoulder. “You may see him,” he said, “when he is awake and giving audiences. It is now an hour before dawn. He awakes an hour after dawn. I will give him your request, and he will see you if he wishes.” 

			Mithmid shook his head. “You don’t understand,” he muttered. “You don’t know the danger.” 

			This time two guards grabbed him. “What danger?” they said together. Then the taller looked into his eyes and said, “Is this a threat, my young friend?” 

			Idiot, thought Mithmid. What better way to get himself arrested than by speaking of danger in the presence of the king’s personal guards? He had no proof, he had no reason to say what he said. All he had was the muffled cry of someone whose voice he thought he knew. 

			This was pointless. If the king was in danger, nothing he could do would keep him from it. There was no way to get past the guards, and even if he did the king wouldn’t listen. He was one unimportant mrem, a very minor member of the H’satie, and that was all. He couldn’t even go to his H’satie superiors, for they met him only at their option. The little that he mattered came because of his contact with the Council. But even the king knew nothing about the Council. 

			“What danger?” the guard demanded once more. 

			Mithmid shook his head slowly. “Nothing,” he said. “It must have been a dream.” 

			The guards looked at each other. “Dreams do not always lie,” said one. “Tell us, boy. What danger sends you running for the king?” 

			Mithmid drew a deep breath. “I heard a voice,” he said. “It seemed real enough, but it must have been a dream.” He paused. “It said something about the king, and about his life being in danger.” When he looked up, all the guards were staring at him. “That’s all. That’s why I came.” 

			“Do you always listen to your dreams?” asked one, smirking. 

			Mithmid shook his head. 

			“Then why do so now?”

			“Enough,” said another. “This mrem is troubled. Dreams will do that. But consider the king warned,” he told the young mrem. “If there is danger, we will take care of it.” Pointing to the gates, he said, “Now, go. If you stay, we will have to arrest you and hold you for questioning. I don’t want to do that, because I sense nothing sinister about you.” 

			Again Mithmid nodded. “Thank you,” he said. “I will go.” Turning on his heel, he started back toward the gates. 

			Suddenly his head jerked to the left. Along the wall, a tall mrem slunk, his feet moving silently and his fur darkened so it would not be seen. In fact, with his eyes Mithmid could not see him at all. But in his mind he knew he was there, and he almost shouted out for the dark-painted mrem to stop. 

			He couldn’t, of course. If he did, the guards would arrest him. For some reason, the mrem was invisible, so again his warnings would have no proof. The easiest thing for him to do now, the only way to make the guards believe, was to stand against the wall beside the gate and watch the scene unfold. If something happened, maybe he could scare the dark mrem off with a shout. 

			In a minute the mrem stood before the doors of the throne room. Less than two strides away, the guards sat discussing their business. Just then one of them broke away, and when Mithmid saw him walking toward the door he was sure he had seen the dark mrem. But all he did was knock. 

			Slowly the door opened. “Who comes?” a voice asked, and the guard who knocked replied, “The doorkeeper of the dawn.” 

			“Show the Sign,” said the other. The guard held his hands in front of him, but Mithmid could not see. “Enter,” said the mrem behind the door, and the door swung open wide. 

			In that second, the dark mrem leaped inside. 

			“No!” shouted Mithmid, running unthinkingly back toward the guards. “Get him!” he yelled, as he felt four large arms surround him. “He’s inside,” his voice raced. “He went in when the door opened.” 

			“Who did?” said the new doorkeeper. 

			“You didn’t see him,” said Mithmid. “His fur was dark. But he slipped inside the palace. I saw him.” 

			“How could you see him?” said another. “If nobody else did.” 

			“Damn it!” Mithmid swore. “It doesn’t matter. Someone is loose in the inner palace. That’s all I know.” 

			The guards looked at each other. “Bring him,” said one. “Three of us will search. If the boy is wrong, we will throw him into a cage and let the king take care of him.” 

			Down the hall they ran, and into the throne room. Frantically Mithmid looked around, but he saw nothing. “Not here,” he told the guards, and they shook their heads and went on. 

			They stopped before the door of the king’s hallway. Mithmid stared. Through the door he sensed something crawling along the floor. Pointing, he announced, excitedly but quietly, “He went through that door. He is behind there now.” 

			“You’re lying,” said the tallest guard. “The door has not been opened.” 

			“It has,” Mithmid countered. “But it has been closed again.” He pointed again and said, “Open it. You have nothing to lose.” 

			For a moment the tall guard stood still. Then he looked at Mithmid and the mrem realized that it was only a matter of time until these guards understood how he knew these things. Then there would be real problems. Marked as a magician, he would be of no further use to the H’satie or maybe even to the Council. Finally the guard shrugged and agreed, “This is the last chance. If we find nothing in the king’s hallway, we will search no further.” With that he reached for the handle, and with a soft pull he opened the door and went through. 

			The intruder was there. Crawling down the hallway, his fur not black but rather the blue of the marble, he inched along silently, unseen to all seeing eyes. Closing his eyes, Mithmid called on his strength, and with a soft, whispered word, he felt his head wrenched with power. It was not enough, and the nearest guard stared at him suspiciously. 

			Then Mithmid felt a wave of strength wash over him. Somewhere he heard a reassuring voice encourage him to try again. 

			“Be seen,” he said aloud, and the crawling mrem appeared in the hall. 

			“Get him,” a guard shouted. 

			All three jumped, but the mrem leaped ahead. Toward the king’s bedroom he leaped, and reaching the door he beat at the handle. Drawing his knife, he thrust the blade toward the lock, but before it reached, a guard lunged at his legs. As the dark mrem collapsed, he pierced the neck of the guard holding him with his knife, and instantly two swords were lodged deep in his chest. As the wounded guard moaned, the dark mrem convulsed on the floor. 

			“Who is it?” a guard asked. 

			The other looked up. “Draldren,” he replied. 

			“Draldren?” said the first in surprise. “Are you sure?” 

			Mithmid stepped forward. “It is Draldren,” he whispered, and then he muttered, “Who will tell Rennilan?” 

			The taller guard looked at him. “You know Rennilan?” he asked. 

			“Yes,” said Mithmid. “And I knew Draldren as well.” 

			Nodding, the guard said only, “Oormet or the king will tell her. That’s not my job.” He rose and put his hand on Mithmid’s shoulder. At first he appeared ready to order the other guards to escort Mithmid to their barracks for questioning. Then there was a ripple on the wave of power and instead the guard captain said in understanding tones, “Go from here,” he said. “We must tend to our friend, and we must inform the king of Draldren’s death. You have done what you came to do.”

			“I will go,” said Mithmid, and he turned and strode away. 

			He glanced back and was shocked to see a cloud appear near the body. For a moment he thought perhaps Andelemarian had been killed after all, and this was his shade. Then he realized that he had been fooled by the resemblance. It was Gerianan kneeling over Draldren’s body, not the king but his brother. Then the image stood, blurred, and disappeared. Mithmid glanced at the guards, but it was apparent they had seen nothing. 
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			“I have to speak to you,” Mithmid said, pulling the strap of the cook’s filthy apron. 

			Eronucu turned up the corner of his mouth. “Can’t it wait?” he asked. “I’m preparing breakfast for the king.” Pushing himself past the young wizard, he strode back toward the mound of eggs that awaited his attention. 

			Mithmid hissed through his teeth. “No, it can’t,” he replied sharply. “After you hear what I have to say, you’ll realize the king’s lucky to be having breakfast at all.” 

			The Council leader looked at him. “What do you mean?” he asked, as he cracked an egg on the side of his pan. When the shell was empty, he raised it to his mouth and licked the inside clean. 

			“Draldren is dead,” the young mrem said soberly. “I saw him die last night.” 

			Eronucu stopped what he was doing. “Draldren?” he muttered. “Are you sure?” 

			Mithmid nodded. 

			Leaning on the butcher block that took up the middle of the floor, the older mrem stared into his companion’s eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me this when it happened?” 

			“It was late,” Mithmid shrugged. “And it was over. I was already in trouble with the guards. The last thing I needed was to have them find me wandering the lower levels of the palace. Besides, someone helped; I thought it was you.” 

			Eronucu rubbed the back of his hand across his face. “Tell me what happened,” he said. With a sigh, Mithmid did exactly that. 

			“Are you sure it was Gerianan?” the co-leader asked when the story was finished. 

			“Yes,” answered the other. “Remember, I have seen him at court as well.” 

			The older mrem bent his head. “The Council must meet on this,” he mused. “Tonight.” Looking up, he inquired, “Can you make it?” 

			“Of course I can make it,” Mithmid replied impatiently. “But what’s the point? Why don’t we just warn the king? Now?” His voice betrayed his irritation with Eronucu’s reluctance to act. How much more, he thought, does the old mrem need? 

			“Calm down,” warned the other. “It’s not as easy as that.” 

			Mithmid snorted. “Why not? What’s so difficult?” 

			“Magic,” Eronucu answered. 

			The young mrem shook his head. “I don’t understand,” he announced. 

			“Then stop making demands for a minute and think.” Now it was Eronucu’s turn to show irritation. “The only way you could know about the link between Draldren and Gerianan, and for that matter Draldren’s attempt on the king, is through magic. You have no other explanation.” He paused while Mithmid caught what he was saying. “The king has no reason to believe you, even though he himself is suspicious of his brother. And the king is no fool. If you let out to him that you are a wizard, before long he will figure out you are a member of the Council. Even if he believes the myths, you will be labeled as being one of the Three.” Again he paused. “We can’t afford that, Mithmid. Especially not now.”

			Sighing deeply, Mithmid nodded his head. Of course Eronucu was correct. Ar was not afraid of magic, but neither was it trusting. Those who used magic openly were shunned by all, even by those who once had been their friends. Certainly the dislike had nothing to do with superstition. Rather, it stemmed from a desire to rid the city of the thrall of wizardry it had known in the past. Once in Ar’s history, the identities of the Three had not been secret. Then those wizards had ruled the city, treating its kings with open disrespect. No king could forget that. 

			“What will we do?” he asked at last. 

			“You will watch over the king,” said the older mrem. “After your story reaches him, he will ask you to do so.” 

			“I shall watch the king,” he agreed. “But who will perform the other duties the council has assigned me?” 

			The other smiled briefly. “None of us has the time,” he said. “But you will find a way.” 

			Mithmid said nothing. If the king asked him, he would have no choice but to comply. And he knew the call would come. 

			“I must find Jremm,” Mithmid said at last. 

			“He is here,” countered the other. 

			Mithmid whirled. “Here?” he exclaimed. “Where?” 

			Opening a small door, Eronucu pointed inside. “In here,” he answered. “In my stores-room.” When Mithmid looked in, he saw a narrow bed covered with a thick blanket. Under the blanket lay a sleeping figure. 

			“I put him to sleep,” Eronucu explained, “to still his tears.” The co-leader furrowed his brow. “He came to me an hour before you did, Mithmid, and told me of Draldren’s death.” 

			“How did he know?” Mithmid asked. 

			“The guards told him,” came the reply. “He arrived at the palace shortly after you’d left. The guards were carrying Draldren’s body. They told him you had been there, that you had helped them stop Draldren from killing the king.” 

			He walked over and put his hand on the sleeping mrem’s forehead. “He is weak, Mithmid,” he said softly. “He hasn’t slept for days. He came to tell us that Draldren wasn’t at fault.” 

			“Not at fault?” Mithmid asked. “But I saw....” 

			Eronucu cut in. “What you saw you might have done well to disbelieve. You saw Draldren all right, but you took no notice of how he acted. According to Jremm, he was under another’s spell. According to Jremm....” Suddenly he stopped. 

			Mithmid waited a full minute. The look on Eronucu’s face alarmed him, serious and frightened all at the same time. For a time he was afraid to speak, but finally he opened his mouth. “According to Jremm, what?” he asked, his voice barely whispering. 

			“You may as well know,” Eronucu sighed. “According to Jremm, Draldren was the puppet of a magician who spoke of the Lords.” He paused a long while. “If that is true, Mithmid,” he whispered harshly, “then the Eastern Lords are the enemy we seek. We suspected that, but now it seems we know.” He wiped his brow, and covered Jremm fully. “I wish,” he muttered, closing his eyes, “I wish in these times the leadership of the Council was not mine.” 

			With a last look at Jremm, he led the younger mrem from the room. His face was still troubled and his tail swished across the floor tiles.
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			WHEN SHE SAW the walls of the city of her birth, Sruss the White Dancer, princess of Ar, felt the strangeness of tears come into her eyes. It had been long since she’d cried. But here, in sight of the only place she could call her own, the months of frustration and loneliness finally overcame her. Her eyes shining in the moonlight, and a half-smile on her face, she shook her head slowly and let the tears come. 

			At her side, watching them drop, stood Morian of the village.

			It had been hard, convincing her to come. For two full days Sruss had talked to her, trying in desperation to draw her from the horror that defined each day of her life. Rarely did Morian speak, and when she did her voice was cold, harsh, and biting. Three times she shed her clothes in front of Sruss, stroking herself and calling the name “Cwinyd” at the top of her voice. To Sruss this seemed a test of her own sincerity, a test of the Dancer’s vow of friendship in spite of all. 

			But Morian’s actions neither disgusted nor repelled her. She found them sad, and in many ways horrifying, but never once did they change her mind about Morian herself.

			Still, Sruss had given up. Two days of talking had produced nothing worthwhile, and the Dancer knew she had to reach Ar as quickly as she could. While Morian slept, Sruss, without hope, left the villager’s hut and began to walk away.

			Then she heard the moans. Frightened, she turned back and looked inside the hut. There, in a pale, blue glow, she saw the ravaged woman beating her body with her fists and writhing in her nakedness. Sruss had forced herself to sway rhythmically until she had entered the only trance the real Dancer had been able to teach her. And then she had seen a faint, ghostly figure leering down upon the villager. She then knew for sure that Cwinyd was real.

			Throwing back the bunda skin that covered the doorway, she darted into the room and took hold of Morian. Time after time the village woman cursed her, but she held her shoulders tightly and stared deep into her eyes. When she opened her mouth to scream, Sruss folded back her ears and waited for the sound. 

			It never came. Just like that, it was over. Morian slumped into the Dancer’s arms, sobbing without tears, and for a long time Sruss simply stroked her back and held her to her neck. 

			At last Morian spoke, and her voice was small. “Cwinyd is gone,” she said. “What will I do?” 

			Sruss drew a deep breath. “You will come with me to Ar,” she said calmly. “We have great healers there, and they will cure you.” 

			Morian’s head turned slowly. “I don’t want to be healed,” she protested weakly. “I want Cwinyd. But now he is gone. He will never come back.” 

			Shuddering, Sruss answered, “He will, Morian. He will visit you every night, no matter where you are.” In her heart, she hoped this wasn’t true. But she knew nothing of the power of a magician’s spell. 

			“Even if I leave with you?” Morian’s eyes were scarcely open. 

			Sruss nodded. “Yes,” she muttered. “Even if you are with me. Even in Ar, if what I have seen is the truth.” She paused, then said aloud, “I did not break Cwinyd’s spell, Morian. I think I only blocked you from it, but only for a short while. Come with me now. We will leave immediately.”

			For how long, she did not know. Both of them were exhausted, and the wind was strong tonight. All she could hope was that she could give them both the strength to walk until the dawn. After that, they could sleep, and perhaps in the day Cwinyd would not appear.

			For twelve long, terrible nights, they crossed the grasslands that led them to Ar. Every night Cwinyd made himself known, and every night Sruss fought to keep Morian awake. So strong was Cwinyd’s spell, and so powerful Morian’s need to fulfill it, that Sruss in the end took to striking the woman unconscious and carrying her along. When the daybreak came she would fall at her feet, praising the sun as it rose above the horizon. But her dreams were filled with visions of Cwinyd, and all through the day she would awaken in fear.

			Now, they were home. The city of Ar stood before her. Once inside, she could sleep, and Morian would be healed of her spell. As she looked from the hill, she knew they would reach the city before dawn, and she could call to the guards at the gate to take her to her father.... 

			And then she dropped to her knees and wept. Weary and homesick, she had all this time pushed from her mind the most important point of all. For her, the road to Ar was treacherous. For her, home was not home. In her eagerness to be home, her longing for things as they were, she had forgotten the bitter truth. 

			Sruss, daughter of Ar, was dead. 

			Her father had sent her away. 

			“Help me, Morian,” she cried. 

			And the woman from the village, after a long, cold silence, put a hand on each of Sruss’s shoulders and drew the Dancer to her. On the back of her neck Sruss felt a tear fall, soft and warm and gentle, and she held onto Morian as hard as she could. They wept together, in the light of the moon near the gates of Ar, and for the first time Sruss began to feel Morian’s pain. Then Morian fell, and when Sruss touched her face she knew she had fallen asleep. 

			In that moment, again far into the mountains, Cwinyd, the magician, moaned in his sleep. 
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			They entered the city at dusk of the following day. All that day Sruss had spent disguising herself; with Morian’s help she had fashioned a hood to conceal part of her face, and Morian had used her knowledge of the earth to make a soft brown dye with which the Dancer colored her fur. Sruss thought it would be painful, watching her natural white disappear, but so strong was her desire to go into Ar that she put all objections aside.

			Their first task was to find shelter. To that end they left word at the palace that Berrilund, should he appear, would find “two mrem with trade interests” staying at Arbunda’s Rest. Even in its decline, Sruss knew, the Rest was a natural meeting place, so by itself it would raise little suspicion. Still, because of the inn’s reputation, Berrilund would be sure to get the message.
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			Arbunda’s Rest seemed the ideal place to wait out the long evening. Neither had ever been there, but Sruss had heard it mentioned as a place where no questions were asked. As the daughter of the king, Sruss had rarely left the palace grounds, and as she walked through the streets of Ar she realized suddenly that she knew almost nothing about the city her son would one day rule. In the streets she saw dirt she would never have imagined, even though she had always been assured that Ar was the cleanest city in the world. She saw two staggering mrem drunk on wine, and she saw her father’s police chase and bring down a youth who ran from their knives. Thankfully, no one bothered her, but she wondered if every dusk saw the same gruesome scenes. 

			What bothered her most consistently, though, were the houses. Far from the palatial glory of her own home, even the high-houses appalled her in their unvarying dreariness. She knew nothing of the art of making brick, but as she looked at these houses she saw how fragile they seemed. In the moonlight, and the occasional torchlight, their unending grayness called out to her, as she suddenly realized that the abodes of Ar were little better than the huts of the villages she had seen as a Dancer. Some of the nobles lived well, but most mrem of Ar saw hell in their everyday lives. 

			Hell, at least, to the daughter of the king. 

			And when she entered the inn known as Arbunda’s Rest, at once she understood the stories she had heard of that place.

			It was smoky, and it was dingy, and it smelled. All eyes turned on her and Morian when they sat at their table, partly because they were among only seven females in the Rest that night, but mostly because they were strangers. Sruss kept her face hidden as well as she could, but in reality she needn’t have bothered. Most mrem there were not from Ar, and those that were were probably drunk. With her face dyed, and in the company of a woman nobody here had ever seen, her identity was as safe as it would be anywhere. 

			Although she felt unsafe, nobody approached their table. As was their plan, she and Morian talked quietly and about nothing important, trying to look and sound like merchants from another place. Female merchants were rare, but accepted. In her travels with the Dancer, Sruss had met enough merchants to know that she liked none of them, and the females especially had caught her disgust. They were brash, and she didn’t like brashness.

			Suddenly she saw, out of the corner of her eye, a figure poised in the rafters high above them. Afraid to show she had noticed, she sat at the table and tried to continue her conversation. But Morian saw her eyes shift upward, and leaning toward the Dancer she asked, “What is it?” Sruss’s only answer was to look up without moving her head. 

			“We’re being watched,” she muttered at last. 

			Morian nodded. “Maybe,” she replied. “Or maybe he’s watching somebody else.” She looked slowly around. “This seems a place where watchers would be needed.” 

			Sruss smiled briefly. “That’s true,” she agreed.

			Still, whoever was lurking up there bothered her. She looked around the huge room, but no one else seemed to notice the figure in the rafters. She wondered for a moment if the figure was invisible to them, magically concealed, and that thought frightened her even more. Why had she seen him? Then, too, she told herself, the watcher might be doing something good. He could have been sent by Berrilund or her father.

			Whatever he was doing, it was quickly over. Sruss looked to the door and saw two mrem leaving the Rest, and when she lifted her eyes upward the figure was no longer in sight. Perhaps he had been spying on the two mrem. In any event, with his disappearance she felt a surprisingly strong sense of relief.

			Suddenly she saw Berrilund. He walked into the inn and looked carefully around, then turned to his right and walked slowly in their direction. Pointing him out to Morian, she told her companion to rise and go to meet him. The villager nodded once, stood up, and walked through the smoke-filled room to Berrilund’s side. 

			When they returned, they sat down. Berrilund looked at Sruss strangely, but she could see he did not know who she was. For a moment he stared at them, his shoulders and whiskers moving slowly as he sat. Only when Sruss spoke was Berrilund’s body finally still. 

			“Thank you for coming,” she said quietly. 

			“Who are you?” he asked in return. “Why did you send for me? And why, especially this, why did you ask me to come here?” 

			Sruss lowered her eyes. “I didn’t know where else I could see you in confidence,” she whispered. “I need your help.” 

			He repeated, “Who are you?” 

			Sruss looked into his eyes. “Don’t you know me?” she asked, her voice sad and suddenly longing. 

			“No,” he said, “but you seem very familiar.” He paused. “But enough games. Tell me who you are, or I will leave.” 

			Again Sruss stared at him. Then she looked around, to make sure no one was listening, and quickly she looked up as well. Satisfied that she was private, she turned back to Berrilund and whispered, “My face is colored, but my name has not changed. I am Sruss.” 

			His eyes opening wide, Berrilund stared at her, speechless and breathless. “Yes,” he said at last. “Unless this is a trick of magic, your face is hers.” 

			“Aren’t you going to welcome me back?” Sruss said playfully. 

			Berrilund smiled slowly. “Not here,” he answered, and he rose from the table and left Arbunda’s Rest. The two females followed, and all eyes watched them as they left.

			Outside, Berrilund waited for them. With him was a younger mrem, who stood in the moonlight licking the fur on the back of his hand. When the females approached him he jumped to a kind of attention, in so sudden a movement that Sruss almost laughed. But then his manner turned stiffer and more sober, a manner Sruss had found herself close to losing during her long tenure among the people of the villages. 

			She was beginning to understand why the villagers called the city-mrem “Not like mrem at all.” 

			Berrilund motioned for the three to follow him. For several minutes they walked, through streets behind the houses, off the main road that led from the East Gate to the Rest. Several times Berrilund opened his mouth to speak, but each time he held himself back. He seemed unwilling to disturb the silence of these streets, seemed intent on listening to the voices of those that gathered occasionally on the more traveled paths. 

			Finally they came to a less frightening area. The houses were better kept here, and everywhere were signs of wealth. Sruss breathed more easily as she looked around. Here was an Ar she understood. 

			It surprised her, then, to see Morian glancing suspiciously from side to side. 

			“What is it?” she whispered to her companion. 

			“I do not like this place,” came Morian’s answer. 

			“Ar?” 

			“No, this part of Ar.” She turned slowly to her left, then faced her head toward Sruss. “It is unholy.” 

			Puzzled, Sruss protested, “But this is one of Ar’s finest areas. Except for near the palace, of course.” 

			Morian shook her head. “It is unnatural,” was all she said. 

			Berrilund interrupted. “Remember where she is from,” he said to the Dancer. “In the grasslands she would know nothing like this. And she’s right. It is unnatural.” 

			Sruss felt herself growing angry. “The Rest isn’t, I suppose?” she said aloud. Berrilund hushed her. 

			“Whatever else Arbunda’s Rest might be,” the older mrem said quietly, “it is closer to natural than the high-houses or the palace. There is nothing less natural than royalty, Sruss. Despite what our legends may say.” 

			He raised his hand to her objections. “Not now,” he said. “There will be time enough for philosophy later.” He turned to the other male. “I’d like you to meet my student,” he said. 

			Pulling the younger mrem forward, he looked at the Dancer and said, “Sruss, princess of Ar, meet Mithmid, who has saved the life of your father.” 

			Sruss smiled at the other’s blush. “If what Berrilund says is true,” she whispered, “then I am deeply in your debt.” 

			Stumbling in his speech, the younger mrem took a deep breath and managed, “There is no debt, your....” 

			“None of that,” she said. “I want to hear ‘highness’ or ‘princess’ from none of you. You were unwise to speak so, Berrilund, here in the streets at night. May no harm come of it.” 

			“You’re right,” Berrilund answered. “Mithmid knows of your situation, which is why I was not afraid to bring him with me. But you are right about my lack of wisdom. Even here, where live the most loyal of all nobles of Ar, there is a strong chance of treachery.” When he told Sruss of Draldren’s death, the Dancer felt anger come into her heart. 

			“He would dare...” she began, but Berrilund stopped her. 

			“He was not at fault,” he whispered, “but I will explain later. For now, you must come with me.” He turned to Mithmid and said, “Call a gathering of the Council. Tell them we have reached a crossroads.” He smiled. “They won’t believe me, but at least they’ll come.” 

			“Wait,” said Sruss. “What Council is this?” 

			“Later,” replied Berrilund. “Where can Morian stay?” 

			Sruss frowned. “She must come with me,” she answered in a whisper. “It is unsafe to leave her alone. Especially at night.” 

			Berrilund nodded. “She cannot come,” he said. “But neither will she be left alone. Mithmid,” he said to his student, “call Jremm as well. He has recovered enough to do this small thing.” 

			“If my fears are true,” Sruss explained, “watching her will be no small thing.” She looked at the villager, and saw that her eyes had lost some of their sparkle. “She is being sought,” the Dancer added, “by one whose magic is powerful.” 

			“Quiet!” Berrilund demanded. Taking Morian’s arm, he led the two females down through Ar to the rear gate of the palace. 
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			“We are met,” he announced to the Council, “because something important has arisen.” 

			“By definition,” a half-asleep Gaelor muttered sarcastically, “that is why the Council meets at all.” 

			“Silence,” hissed Lorleen. “His tone merits neither contempt nor flippancy. Only once before has Berrilund called us, and that was to tell us of Draldren’s treason. After the noble’s attempt on the king, that meeting has become among the most important we have ever had. Now and forever, we will hear Berrilund out.” 

			Gaelor glared. “My apologies,” she spat, and she settled back into her chair. 

			Berrilund stood. “Raise your head,” he said to the woman beside him. “Look at them.” When she had done so, Berrilund turned to the Council-members and announced, “Members of the Council,” he said, “Andelemarian’s daughter has returned to Ar.” 

			Sruss looked straight ahead as Berrilund removed her hood. Before her she saw the table surrounded by people she knew, yet whose functions she had never before questioned. Cooks, cleaners, tailors, crafters: she had seen them at all these jobs, never suspecting they were part of some secret Council. She wondered if she had just turned herself over to the very persons who were trying to kill her father. But Berrilund had said this Mithmid had been the one to save him. And she really had no choice but to trust Berrilund. 

			All her life she had known so much. Now, suddenly, she knew nothing at all. 

			“Why?” asked Sorilia. 

			“Yes, why?” Felior cut in. “We were told that the king’s plan was to keep her away, to maintain the pretense that she was dead. Now that she has returned, that plan, along with many others,” and here she looked around, “must surely be abandoned.” 

			Berrilund stood up. “Do you really think, Felior, that I would bring her here without secrecy? That I would be stupid enough to risk the king’s life for any reason? What kind of fool do you think I am?” 

			The female rose to her feet. “I haven’t appreciated this plan of the king’s—even though it started in this Council—ever since it began. You simply can’t hide the princess of Ar forever. Sooner or later, the story will out.” 

			“But it hasn’t yet!” Berrilund countered, in a voice close to a shout. “She is here, and unless we were seen and recognized, no one but this Council knows it.” 

			“Stop!” It was Lorleen. “It is still the middle of the night, and many of us are... testy.” She chose this last word carefully. “I suggest we calm ourselves before continuing. Otherwise I will have to ask both of you to leave.” 

			Felior’s face reddened, and Mithmid saw her clench her hands at her side. But like Berrilund she sat down, and after several minutes of silence Eronucu rose to speak. Mithmid admired the supreme calm in that voice, which came to his ears like the softness of rain in the night.

			“Berrilund has brought the daughter of Ar to us,” he announced. “It is our task to determine what we should do with her. That, at least, is what we have set for ourselves.” He stopped and looked around. Most of the Council-members stared at the floor, while Borlin, eyes closed, fiddled with the brooch at his throat. “Before we do anything, though,” the co-leader continued, “we must hear from the princess herself.” 

			“Sruss,” he commanded, “rise and tell us your tale. What do you wish from us?” 

			She did. Slowly and confidently, then more and more quickly as she recounted the story of Morian and the departure of Talwe, she told them all that had happened since leaving Ar. At some points they seemed bored, at others they nodded their heads, and at still others they looked at her with concern, even worry, reflected in their whiskers. But only once did they display a sudden fear. When she told them of Cwinyd, she saw fright in their eyes.

			“Does this answer your questions, Felior?” Lorleen asked grimly. “The White Dancer has come to us from out of the mountains and the grasslands to mobilize for action a city that has long since done nothing but wait. She has seen firsthand the tiniest power of a servant of the Eastern Lords, and she fears that unless we move quickly, we will all end up with lives as horrible as that of the woman called Morian. Is that enough, Felior, or would you know more?” 

			Never before had Mithmid heard such scorn in a Council-leader’s voice. 

			Felior stood. “Yes, I would know more,” she announced. “I would know why I should believe this story.” 

			The din was immediate. Accusations, threats, questions: all of these thundered through the room, over the voice of Eronucu, who tried without success to bring the Council to order. When the members persisted he raised his hands high, and with a softly spoken word a light flashed and blinded them all. 

			“It is temporary,” he said to the suddenly quiet room. “In a few minutes you will see again. When that happens, I will need some answers. The questions are these: First, is Sruss to be trusted? Second, if she is, what do we do about it? Third, how do we tell the king? Kings rarely trust our sort, and even Mithmid cannot admit to all he knows without exposing us. Now, think, and think in silence.”

			Now Sruss was sure she was at a council of wizards. As her eyes cleared and she glanced around the table, she wondered if any of these mrem was one of the fabled Three.

			Subdued, the Council decided promptly. Sruss was to be guarded, and Morian was to be studied then healed. Together, the leaders of the Council would tell all to the king, using all their skills to persuade him to send an army forth to Cragsclaw. Mithmid would go as their scout, planting himself in Cragsclaw and informing the Council, through sendings, of the defense of the fortress and the actions of Crethok and Cwinyd. Beyond that, nothing was planned. More would have to be done, but for now they had planned for enough. 

			When the vote came, it was unanimous. Even Felior, despite some hesitation, chose to abide by the Council’s decision. It was over quickly, and the Council prepared to leave. 

			“Wait,” came a voice. Mithmid turned, and saw Sruss standing at her place. 

			“You may speak,” said Eronucu.

			Sruss hesitated, then said, “I have traveled far, I have surrendered my identity, and I have brought a woman back from the clutches of a magician of the east. I have seen more devastated villages, more piled bodies, more hopeless mrem than I ever dreamed could exist. And I understand now the beauty of the Dance, and the terror of a life lived in fear. I am not who I once was. I am not the Sruss you knew. I may not have your powers, but I too will be part of this battle.”
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			CWINYD WAS frustrated, and his frustration made him almost incoherent. A challenging hiss began to form deep in his throat. The nobles should have been completely cowed, ready to obey his every order. For months he had carefully conditioned them, bending their minds to hate Andelemarian. Instead they had answered his summons only reluctantly. Three had not appeared at all, and the ten who had come were unwilling to act.

			“Draldren was a fool and paid the price.” The noble speaking wore a pale blue robe imported from one of the southern cities. The hilt of his sword was encrusted in jewels. His belly hung, and there was a puffiness in his features that could only have been gained by rich living. Whatever cause these mrem really had to resent Andelemarian, it could not have been that he had impoverished them.

			“It is time for you to strike. Now, while much of Andelemarian’s army is away from the city.” Cwynid was sure he sounded both sincere and reasonable. To make sure of their agreement he sent at them a wave of magical power. This had worked many times before, once inciting all of a clan to follow Crethok. Their reaction set his tail twitching. 

			“We will wait for Gerianan, not some outlander,” the noble with thick whiskers insisted in harsh tones. The others nodded in agreement, a few shifting their hands to their weapons. 

			“He has often spoken of the need to overthrow Andelemarian,” Cwynid insisted. While saying this he thrust into the old noble’s mind. Something slowed his effort, as if his thought had to move through tree sap or sand. Instead of cleanly pushing aside the mrem’s resistance, he could barely even shift him to a less antagonistic mood. 

			“Gerianan represents the cause of the nobles,” the old mrem still insisted, but his tone indicated hostility. “He speaks for us to his brother. It would not be right to act until he says all hope is lost.” 

			The other richly clad mrem murmured their agreement. Even as the eastern wizard’s mind forced itself through the thickness in an effort to sway them all, they began to leave. Before he was able to twist even one to his will, they had all departed. 

			The wizard staggered into a chair. He was already exhausted, and that worried him more than his recent failure to affect the nobles. That merely confirmed there were other magicians in Ar. 

			He should not have been tired. The Eastern Lords gave him all the power he needed. If he was weakening, whoever was interfering with his spells was also blocking his power. It took him until nearly sunset to gather enough power to even begin. The interference had diminished by then.

			At first he tried to pierce the net of power woven over the city. Once he was aware of it, he could see the golden net they had formed to isolate Ar. After three unsuccessful attempts to crash through it, he turned his efforts in another direction. 

			He had enemies here: wizards capable enough to challenge him, maybe even the Eastern Lords themselves. The locals spoke of a “Three,” ancient magic users of unimaginable power. It would serve him well to learn more of these mrem. 

			Letting his awareness drift, he tried to merge with the flow of the net protecting the city. It rejected him almost instantly. But not before he was able to gather some fleeting impressions of those who had constructed it:

			One mrem wore fine robes and smelled of spices. 

			Then there was the rich aroma of baking fishcakes. 

			A confused young mrem longed for love. 

			One female worried a claw had split. 

			Two faced each other and he saw one through the eyes of the other. She was old, but still beautiful. 

			Somehow Cwynid had expected to discover great lords. Mrem like himself, but who had already succeeded in gaining the power he sought. Whoever they were, and there seemed to be no pattern or reason to what he had seen. These were not great lords, nor three ancient wizards. 

			His surprise made him careless. The eastern magic-user failed to completely break his link to the net. To him it had looked like a flaming ball falling through that nebulous firmament the power came from, growing with alarming speed. Cwynid barely had time to deflect the bolt of power that spun down toward him. The blast was great enough to scorch the wall of the deserted warehouse he was crouched in. 

			He could sense more than see the second blast gathering. 

			It had taken too much to block the last one. He didn’t have enough power left to survive another. 

			Calming himself, he pictured a valley in the mountains far away. The fur on his back stood straight up as the bolt grew nearer, but Cwynid forced himself to remain calm. 

			With the last of his power, he willed himself into that valley. Even as he finished the spell, he could feel the darkness close around him. He lost consciousness, not knowing whether he had escaped. Inside the dusty warehouse there was a dull thud as the displaced air filled the space where the wizard had been. 
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			In his familiar post by the Main Gate, Jremm had been dwelling on the unfairness of the universe. The light of all three moons reflected in the river. He had felt the drain as the others drew power from him. And had known better than to distract them with questions. Now it had ended and he wondered what had occurred.

			When he had been a brickmaker his discontent had drawn him to Mithmid and the H’satie. Tired of the grinding routine, he had welcomed the chance to join the Council. Now he still made bricks, roamed the city at all hours, and so found he could be exhausted in a way he had never known existed. 

			If Mithmid suggested any more ways to better himself, Jremm decided he would decline. 
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			Yesterday they had shivered crossing the high passes. Today a freak wind swaddled them in the heat of the Eastern Desert. Reswen, panting uncomfortably, couldn’t decide which he disliked the most. Not being back in a comfortable room in one of Ar’s better inns, he decided. From this high on the slope you could see for several days’ travel across the desert. Not that there was anything to see. Little grew in the Eastern Desert, and that which did was mostly cactuses. Sharpening his claws on the dried stump of a tree, the mercenary stood staring at the empty desert as the shadows of the mountains stretched across them. Behind him he could hear the sounds of camp being made for the night. Footsteps approached. 

			“Bleak out there.” It was Mithmid, the only paying passenger on the caravan. Few chose to travel through the mountains at this time of year, and fewer still ventured to Cragsclaw. 

			Reswen nodded. 

			They were not supposed to acknowledge they knew each other. The Council’s chairman had been clear about that. Still it would look perfectly natural for them to view the purpling desert together. Looking at the shorter mrem, Reswen wondered if the real purpose of this caravan was simply to escort the wizard to Cragsclaw. 

			“Look, I’ve felt something,” Mithmid seemed hesitant. “I can’t say what, but a presence. We are getting closer.” 

			“An ambush?” Reswen was suddenly attentive. 

			“No something more... or less. That way,” he gestured down the slope. 

			“Magic?” The mercenary found that worried him. 

			Mithmid nodded gravely. 
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			Ten mrem followed Reswen down the slope. Nine were his pick of the caravan guards. The “owner” had been well paid by the Council and had agreed easily to the suggestion of a scouting party to check the area near the camp. Each carried both a bow and a sword. The tenth mrem was, against the mercenary’s wishes, Mithmid. They had nearly fought, but there were too many things they had to leave unsaid. Finally it had come down to a staring match, both standing silent, ears back. 

			A sudden pain in his shoulder had broken Reswen’s concentration. He looked down, expecting to see nothing less than an arrow, but there was nothing. From the other’s smirk, he could guess what had happened. Again there was nothing he could say. He could hardly accuse Mithmid of cheating without exposing how. Besides, if there was another wizard, Mithmid had demonstrated why he would be needed. 

			Halfway down they found a steep trail. It was mostly switchbacks and hard scrambles over rocks, but still a trail. Following the trail they found the other wizard’s party camped at the very bottom of the mountain. Signaling for the other mrem to wait, he and Mithmid crept forward. 

			There were over a dozen mrem in the camp. In the light of the fire their fur appeared black. One was being served by the others. As they watched, he took his choice of the meat. There was one guard posted a short distance from the camp, but he was currently mostly concerned with having someone bring him his share of the meal. 

			Reswen was about to suggest they circle and attack from all sides. Instead he froze when the magician suddenly gasped and held his head. Down below the wizard stood, dropping his plate and goblet. 

			“Get the wizard,” Mithmid gasped between gritted teeth. A moment later in the camp below the wizard fell to his knees and clasped his head as well. 

			Hurrying back, the mercenary hissed his instructions. Half the mrem were to follow him down the trail. All were to aim first at the kneeling mrem. The second group was to move to one side. When the dark-furred mrem below attacked his group, they would withdraw and then turn, trapping the dark mrem on the narrow trail and in a crossfire. 

			Mithmid was pale and drawn when they reached him. Three of the dark mrem were also rushing toward him from below. Ordering the others to continue firing on the dark wizard, Reswen placed himself in front of their wizard and prepared to defend him. 

			The first arrows they fired never found their mark. Something deflected them harmlessly into the sand several paces from the enemy wizard. As the second shafts flew down the hill, Reswen heard a gargling hiss emitted from the mrem behind him. 

			Below, the dark-furred wizard suddenly screamed and grabbed at his throat. The arrows flew true and two found their mark. The dark magician writhed on the ground near the fire with an arrow in his stomach and another in his leg. Five more shafts landed with a thud, two more finding his back as he rolled in pain. The body quivered twice and then sagged. 

			Mithmid’s breath suddenly came easily. It was just as well, for the three dark warriors were almost on them. Below, the others had scattered with screams of fear when their magician died. 

			Almost dragging the exhausted wizard, Reswen dashed up the trail. Seeing him coming, the five mrem stopped firing and retreated. The dark warriors followed, gaining on the encumbered mercenary. 

			They had almost caught up when the four archers in the second group opened fire from above the side of the trail. There was no honor to it, but all three fell within seconds, never seeing where the deadly shafts came from. They waited several more minutes, until Mithmid had recovered enough to walk, but there was no sign of the others. 

			A brave mrem slunk into the enemy camp and brought back word that there was nothing there but dried meat and sleeping furs. He had searched thoroughly, and no one had returned to contest with him. 

			Leaving three guards to warn if the dark mrem returned, they climbed back to the caravan.
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			In the remains of a burned-out inn, Cwynid badgered Crethok once again. He had been trying for days to persuade the stubborn highlander to declare himself the head of his own clan. Instead the fool could only think of unseating Arklier. 

			All he needed, Crethok whined for the hundredth time, was a great victory. Then Arklier would be deposed by his chiefs and Crethok would be asked to lead. To declare a new clan would end all chance of claiming his rightful place as Peorlias’ heir. 

			“You are a...” the tan wizard’s voice trailed off. Crethok looked up expectantly. This was a break in the pattern of their almost nightly arguments. The other mrem’s ruff had risen and his claws extended. 

			For a horrible moment the highlander thought he had somehow provoked an attack. But Cwynid wouldn’t use claws. He would use his magic. His worry turned to concern when he saw the wizard’s eyes. Whatever they saw, it was not in this room. Both mrem stood frozen for many heartbeats. 

			Then just as quickly it was over. 

			“Are you hurt?” Crethok asked as the other collapsed onto a pile of sleeping furs. 

			“There has been... a death,” Cwynid began to explain. Then he brightened. “Not the worst of eventualities either.” 

			“Who?” the highlander was now both worried and confused. He needed the power this mrem’s magic brought him. 

			“A rival,” Cwynid answered. He rose again, smiling and relaxed. “You might say one of my problems just solved another. But I need your mrem ready in the morning.” 

			“It is winter!” Crethok protested. There was nothing to raid in the winter but villages, and they had left none within many days’ walk unburned. 

			“A caravan moves toward Cragsclaw,” the wizard explained. It was obvious he didn’t appreciate having his order questioned. 

			But I am the ClanMrem here, Crethok reassured himself and then spoke. “My scouts have seen nothing.” There was a twinge between his legs where a tenderness remained. He would not push too hard, but he had to retain his honor. 

			“They travel the desert side, using the older trail.” Cwynid’s voice was both cheerful and annoyed. “If you will not accept this, I can find others here who will.” He said this as if it was a trivial matter. 

			Crethok literally bristled at the threat, but couldn’t deny its truth. Many followed him, but they were mostly outcasts and worse. Those whom the chiefs had sent were mostly dead. 

			“We leave at first light,” Crethok tried to make it sound like his decision. 

			Cwynid did not care and turned back to his furs, gesturing for the highlander to leave. 
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			Sleisher, Lord of Cragsclaw, stood atop the battlements that faced to the west of his fortress. He marveled, as he always did, at the beauty of the setting sun, but he shivered at the thought that tomorrow would be cold. Winter was early, even this far into the mountains, and already the castle’s supplies were starting to diminish.

			For a while, of course, there was nothing to worry about. The storerooms were filled, and the last of the garden produce was still edible. But the granaries, which usually stayed full until year-end, were almost down to half. With the coming of the cold, the animals needed the grain for food, and the people needed bread for nourishment. 

			The caravans had almost stopped completely. With money raised from taxes, Sleisher sent them out each month, and they were to travel to the villages and to the cities for grain and the castle’s many other requirements. 

			Far larger than an outpost, yet smaller than even a small city, Cragsclaw depended for its survival on the maintenance of its army: six hundred soldiers Sleisher commanded. Four hundred stayed in the fortress and the rest were in his son’s mobile force. It was only a small army, but capable of holding the fortress against several times its number. At least so long as it had adequate food and weapons. 

			Where had the caravans gone? What had happened to them? Raiders, his son Keth had told him, but that answer seemed hardly likely. 

			Always in the past he had lost one caravan a year to raiders, and always he had sent Keth to exact revenge. He had never found the raiding force, but the sheer presence of his army had stopped the raids completely. 

			Since the end of this summer Keth had ridden against half a dozen raiding parties, but still they kept coming, and still they disrupted Cragsclaw’s supplies. 

			The first three battles were against the highlanders, the dwellers of the mountains to the northwest. 

			His mrem had lost several guards in these raids, their replacements difficult and expensive to train. Furthermore, Keth himself had lost a third of his force, and these were not replaceable at all. In one battle, he had explained, one highlander clan swept down on him while he was on the verge of destroying another; the retreat from that skirmish had been long and costly. 

			But now, if his son was to be believed, a new raider had entered Cragsclaw’s lands. 

			Three times Keth had battled him, and several more times he had watched him. 

			This mrem’s fur was darker than most, and they said that his eyes shone gold. 

			Silent yet forceful, this new leader and his fifty mrem or so showed an efficiency and a ruthlessness Keth had never seen before in bandits. 

			The darkfur’s name was Talwe. 

			More than that, nobody knew. Not even those mrem from his band that they had captured. 

			He rarely spoke, this bandit leader, and he ruled over his mrem with an iron claw. Each mrem swore that he was always alert, even in sleep. He raided and fought like a thing possessed by an elemental. 

			His eyes ablaze, his word held high and motionless in the air, he would stand upon a rock in the middle of the battlefield and yell the Cry of the Hunt. Perhaps this was a clue: the cry was similar to that used by the more backward hill tribes. The first time he heard the cry, Keth told his father, he had come within seconds of turning and running away. 

			But he hadn’t.

			Instead, he had fought as well as he could. Yet, skilled as he was, he could not match the darkfur. The raiders fought rings around Keth Sleisher’s defense force, and when all was over, Keth’s losses far exceeded the casualties of their enemies. 

			More soldiers lost, more replacements to be found... if there was time. 

			At last, Sleisher himself had ridden against the darkfur. Four of his guard towers had fallen to the raiders, a situation both uncomfortable and dangerous. For three days he had ridden, out to the foothills of the mountains to the north. 

			There the darkfur had last been seen, his special trademark evident on the tower. 

			This mrem, unlike most Sleisher had known, knew how to fight with fire. 

			This, of course, is what made him so fearsome. 

			Fur burned. When it did, it tortured. 

			More than any of the elements, mrem feared fire. And because they feared it, they feared the liskash as well. Liskash of old, the legends had taught, breathed all-consuming fire. 
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			Keth was out there now, somewhere in the west. Searching, as always, for the darkfur who kept thwarting him. 

			Impatiently, Sleisher waited for him, wondering how long this Talwe would let his son live.

			Keth’s plan was to overwhelm the darkfur, to catch him in a trap where he would have no defense. If the enemy knew what he was doing, they could turn his trap into one of their own. 

			Slowly Sleisher turned. 

			With his arms folded, he walked in short strides atop the wall toward the other side of the fortress. 

			It was dark in the east, but he longed to look out over the eastern borders of his land. 

			There, too, his hold was uncertain. 

			No attack had yet come, and most said none ever would, but Sleisher could not help but think that was wrong. What lived in the east he did not know, yet every part of him felt he would one day find out. 

			When that day came, he knew he must be ready. If that day was soon, Cragsclaw would surely be lost. And so he waited for the battle he felt was coming. Confident in Cragsclaw’s stone walls, but worried. 

			Yet tonight he wanted only peace. 

			When the air was cold, his head throbbed and his legs felt stiff. 

			When that happened, battle was the last thing on his mind. He was old and didn’t need aches to remind him. After a lifetime on the border, he was tired.
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			THE VALLEY WAS tree-filled and they stood in the only clearing. It was a narrow valley, less than a bowshot wide. On all sides the hills became steeper until they ended in snow-covered heights. The wind was cold, but the setting sun had been warm. The road between Gerve and Mymdon wove through those woods, making them an ideal place for an ambush. Paralan glanced around, counting the enemy and enjoying the view. His whiskers perked as he breathed deeply of the allgreen-scented air. 

			The first black-clad soldiers had swept down on them while they were first approaching the wagons and guards of a well-stocked caravan. Among the thick trees bows were useless, and both sides had drawn their swords. Sleisher’s mrem came rushing off a tree-covered slope without a sound beyond the clatter of their weapons. These were only thirty soldiers, and the mrem Paralan led had still outnumbered both them and the guards. He had signaled a slow approach and the guards had fled. Paralan had been sure they had won. 

			He was wrong.

			With him were half the band, over sixty mrem. Talwe had ordered them to raid this caravan while he waited for a second force coming from the other direction. Had they been allowed to camp together, the losses taking them would have been too high. Paralan had been proud of Talwe’s trusting him to lead so many mrem. Just before he ordered the black-cloaked mrem overwhelmed, over eighty more black-robed swordsmrem burst from the woods. High on the hill above Keth, Sleisher signaled for them to halt. When the soldiers did, the bandits were surrounded. 

			Paralan knew they were in serious peril. The mrem of the band were not real soldiers. He doubted they could stand in an open battle against the black-cloaks, especially when the terrain provided no anchor. Against a mountainside, or even a steep hilltop, he could turn his warriors’ backs to the shield and concentrate their efforts on an attack from the front. In a fortress or a guard tower (and he had fought in both in his long life), so slow was the attackers’ rate of advance that the defense could deal with them almost one at a time. 

			Here in the open, atop a wide, low hill of rock, the defenders’ position was no position at all. Yet they were outnumbered and cut off from all shelter.

			Where was Talwe? If he had already captured the other caravan, he would be hurrying here. It was a slim hope. Ever since midmorning he had said nothing to Paralan, and he seemed lost in one of his frequent, terrifying broodings. By now they all knew that he was a brilliant leader, but Talwe’s moods were so unpredictable that his warriors were constantly off guard. 

			In the morning he might sing to the sun, then in the afternoon he would order a meaningless attack on a guard tower. Sometimes he would weep for the loss of a life, at others he would order the captives slowly killed. Yet Talwe himself almost never killed. 

			The nights were the worst. Often Paralan awoke, and if he did not move he could spot the darkfur prowling through the shadows. Absolutely quiet and with thorough deliberateness, Talwe would slink on all fours, so slowly that it seemed his hands and feet were loath to touch the ground. Suddenly he would hear something, then turn his head from side to side, but never, to Paralan’s surprise, did he leap at whatever he heard. Finally he would rise to his feet and stride away into the night, leaving Paralan wondering how many others had seen. 

			Now the darkfur was separated from him. With half the raiders he was guarding the approach to the caravan while Paralan’s detachment attacked, but the young Sleisher’s forces had entered the gap between. The young heir of Cragsclaw, Paralan thought, was becoming a much better soldier than was comfortable. 

			His fifty warriors were holding well, but they couldn’t do so for long. To them went the temporary advantage of being able to stand in two lines, back to back and several strides apart, but that advantage would disappear as soon as Sleisher’s mrem began to assault the flanks. For some reason the younger Sleisher was hesitating, even though he was poised to collapse Paralan’s formation. The noble appeared to be studying them.

			“Good,” said Paralan aloud. Talwe, no doubt. That meant he was alive. The bandit was pleased to be thinking like a leader. “Now, if I can only do something to take advantage of it.” 

			Glancing around, he saw that Sleisher’s weakest force stood between the highlanders and the caravan wagons. Before they had been augmented by the guards, but now less than a dozen mrem stood alone. They were blocking the way to the wagons that had been abandoned by their own guards minutes earlier. That distance to the wagons was less than thirty strides, but Paralan wondered if perhaps he was being led into a trap. More guardsmrem could still be concealed behind those wagons. Still, with the number of soldiers surrounding them, there seemed no other choice. He would draw what force he could from the main fighting lines, then batter his way back to the wagons. Once there, he could establish a much better line of defense. 

			If they held out, perhaps Talwe would hear and bring the rest of the band. Paralan really didn’t believe it, but there seemed no other chance. The thought would hearten the mrem. If not, they might as well be killed in battle as beheaded afterward. For weeks under Talwe’s leadership they had been outwitting or outfighting the black cloaks. It would be foolish to expect any mercy. 

			He chose twenty of his best for the task, calling their names as he walked behind the circle the band had formed. Those that remained he ordered to stand until he gave the command to retreat. He turned his head quickly to avoid the fear in those warriors’ eyes. They suspected he was deserting them. He was not, and they would see. Paralan called his twenty back to him. The others could not hold out for long. Quickly he set them in a triangular formation, the piercing formation that Talwe had taught him, and with a sharp command he ordered the triangle to charge the wagons. 

			Three mrem fired from behind the wagons. If that was all, they would make it. The lead mrem, the unlucky one who formed the point of the triangle, died with an arrow buried in his neck. At such close range, the shaft drove through the fur and flesh to stick out at the back. He began to collapse gurgling blood. But before he could fall Paralan had leaped forward, catching him as he dropped and rushed forward holding the corpse in front of his own body. More arrows slammed into the now lifeless mrem, leaving Paralan unscathed. 

			The bandit voiced his own version of the Cry of the Hunt. Those with him took it up. While their shriek was far less gut-rending than Talwe’s, it had the desired effect. The mrem guarding the wagons hesitated. Paralan continued to rush forward, his remaining mrem following. Their swords held straight out and their heads low behind their small shields, they charged the wagons’ defenders and forced them to step back.

			Paralan shouted again, and the sides of the triangle split off at an angle. The line of mrem who formed the back of the triangle raced forward into the opening, and so loud were their screams that their attackers fell back once again. By now the two sides of Paralan’s triangle were slicing their way through their outnumbered enemy, so the six charging mrem found the going unexpectedly easy. 

			In less than a minute they were through to the wagons. The archers fled without resisting. Raising his voice, Paralan shouted for those remaining outside the wagon to retreat. Then he led four mrem back out to assist them.

			The bandits slashed at their cloaked opponents and backed toward the relative safety of the caravan. None could safely turn his back and so they retreated in the dancing open combat of the mrem. All mrem valued the freedom to dodge and maneuver more than the protection of iron. Soldiers and raiders rushed, weaved, and thrust in a swirling melee. But now the bandits didn’t just fight, they edged toward the wagons. Twice small numbers of guardsmrem saw the danger and attempted to intervene. Each time Paralan and those with him drove them back, the second time only by calling for those others in the wagons to assist him.

			No longer surrounded, the surviving raiders battled with greater purpose, their hopes renewed even as the number of their own dead mounted. The losses among the attackers mounted as well. They began to hesitate, unnerved by the strength of the opposition. Most mrem like them would long since have fled or surrendered. The discipline Talwe had forced on his band made them many times more effective in this type of battle than typical bandits. 

			With a hissing war cry of his own, Keth Sleisher led his personal guards into the melee. Their black cloaks trailing, they slammed into the remaining raiders. Inspired by his example, the remaining guardsmrem renewed their attack. Step by weaving step, the bandits retreated until their backs were against the wagons. Over a dozen mrem had fallen on either side, their crumpled forms marking the path of the battle. Paralan yelled for everyone to withdraw into the wagons, and every raider hurried to gain their safety. 

			Paralan stood, guarding the backs of the mrem climbing into the circle of wagons. But as these first clambered over the wagons they leaped back shrieking, some in fear and some in pain. Even as they had tried to enter, first one and then the other of the closest wagons burst into flame. The dry wood caught quickly, and the canvas covering the trade goods roared orange. Before Paralan could even turn, the flames were ten mrem high. Fur burns, baking the skin below, and every mrem dreads fire.

			And from beyond the flames came the Cry of the Kill. Upward it soared, rising with the flames, echoing off the wooded hills and the mountains beyond. Through the deepening darkness the sound tore at the air, bringing a sudden, brief halt to the fighting. 

			The attacking guardsmrem fell back in dismay. If more bandits had arrived, he would be outnumbered. Keth ordered a retreat, but several of his guardsmrem either failed to hear or were too terrified to move. Still the cry shrieked across the valley, longer than any mrem could possibly have cried.

			To Paralan the cry was both terrifying and welcome, tearing into him as it never had before. He knew it meant that Talwe had arrived. With him would be the rest of the band. When the sound finally stopped, he stood up, realizing only then that he had fallen to his knees. With a roar of victory his mrem pounced upon those guardsmrem who had failed to retreat. They surrendered meekly, too stunned to continue fighting. Seeing this, Keth and the remainder of his troop disappeared over the top of a nearby hill. 

			Paralan rose to his feet and shouted the command to pursue. From their hiding places on the ground the warriors stood and found their swords and began their chase. Talwe’s voice rang from nowhere, calling them back. 

			Turning, Paralan looked up the hill behind the wagons. There at the top, beside a small cluster of songomores, the darkfur looked down upon the battlefield. Paralan scanned the hill, amazed. Talwe was alone. He had bluffed the young Sleisher and won. And then, when the flames danced high and lit the darkness, he saw beside him a small figure wearing the black cloak of a guardsmrem. Beneath, it wore a gown of even darker black. 

			The figure, he saw, was that of a female. 
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			“It happened,” Talwe agreed, trying to keep his relief from showing. “They fled.” He had been surprised at his own concern for Paralan and the mrem with him. He had to remind himself they were just tools, to be used for his revenge.

			“I promised that they would,” the black-robed woman replied. Her tone was pleased. “I make few promises, but those I make, I keep.” 

			Talwe snorted. “Magic does not always work as expected,” he said flatly. “You could not know the precise effect.”

			For a moment the female said nothing. At last she turned to the darkfur and claimed, “I could, because I knew precisely what I was working with. Magic is untamed only for the most powerful and the least practiced. I am neither. I know what my incantations will do.” 

			She paused, then looked down again at the field. “I intensified the flame and your voice. The rest had nothing to do with me.” 

			“But they fled,” Talwe protested. “Keth Sleisher’s mrem do not flee, not in the face of victory.” 

			She shook her head. “Your voice, Talwe,” she said. “The Cry of the Kill was the answer. When you shout, it echoes with all of the pain and despair you have known. It is a wonderful, terrible sound. All I did was expand your voice. The fire was simple. Since mrem instinctively recoil from fire, I knew they would run from a huge one.” She looked at the darkfur. “Is that so hard to understand?” 

			He did not answer. She could almost see his mind working, but if he understood what she had said, he gave no such indication. To him, it was clear, magic was beyond comprehension. Perhaps he had been forced to hide his own magic for so long that it had become its own mystery. Perhaps, over time, she could help him overcome that prejudice. Maybe not, but it was certainly worth a try. His potential was great. He could be almost as strong as she was. 

			Above all else, this Talwe was fascinating. She wondered now why she had balked at seeking him out. 

			He touched her shoulder. “You have not yet told me your name,” he said, his gold eyes boring through her. “You promised me that you would.” 

			Shaking her head, she replied, “I didn’t promise, Talwe. I said I would consider it.” She smiled. “There’s a difference.” 

			He did not return the smile, but she thought she saw his eyes glitter. She couldn’t be sure if this was in amusement or annoyance. He was right; he deserved to know her name. For the time being, though, she felt it was wise to keep her real name to herself. Perhaps, for some reason she could not see, he was not to be fully trusted. 

			“Free the guards and I will give you an answer,” she bargained. He hesitated and then signaled his assent. Nothing would be gained by killing them. If each swore to return to Cragsclaw, it would be enough. 

			“You may call me Rhesa,” she said, and she smiled at the darkfur’s slow nod. 

			“I will,” he replied slowly, “but that is not the answer I want.” He felt cheated. 

			“What do you want?” she asked, surprised. 

			“Your true name. Not a made one.” 

			Startled, she looked at the ground. He was quick, this bandit; he would not be easy to deceive. But her name was too well known in Ar, too familiar to the members of court and Council alike. Bad enough it was that Felior would soon be found missing. If Ar knew she was wandering in the highlands, too many people would become far too suspicious. When the time came, she would be Felior once more. She smiled at Talwe, letting him know without words that she had said all that she would say. 

			For now, she would be Rhesa. 

			He didn’t argue further. 
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			Jremm knocked on the door. The house towered high above him, but it was scarcely as large as the three that surrounded it. Somewhat in awe he stared at it, wondering how anyone, no matter how important, could afford the huge number of baked and colored bricks that made up its sides. He wondered, too, if Errlo had been responsible for the baking. If he had, he couldn’t possibly have charged enough. 

			After he gave his name, and showed his note from the king, a servant admitted him into the entryway. Four portraits lined the wall that led to an ornate stairway. One was of Draldren, certainly in his younger days, and a second showed Rennilan’s beauty even as a child. Another was of a female mrem, and a fourth of a young mrem. Jremm recognized neither. 

			Rennilan appeared. Her robe was a pale gray, setting off her deep gray eyes perfectly. Her fur, light brown, shimmered with the rays of sun that came into the house through the openings. She was, in a word, beautiful. 

			She was also visibly unhappy to see him. 

			“Welcome, Jremm,” she said mechanically. Jremm flinched. Surely this was how she greeted her father’s least welcome associates. 

			The young mrem nodded. “You look very well,” he said, and a faint smile crossed her face. 

			“If you have come for my father,” she said, “he is not here. In fact, I have not seen him all night.” Harsh and unfeeling, her voice tore at his heart. 

			Shaking his head slowly, he replied, “I haven’t come for your father, Rennilan. I’ve come to see you.” 

			Puzzled, she smiled. “I thought we had agreed not to see each other,” she said, almost cruelly. 

			Ignoring her mocking tone, Jremm countered, “I didn’t agree. You simply demanded.” Before she could answer, he added, “But that’s not important, and it’s not why I’m here.” He paused. “I come,” he announced, “as a messenger from the king.”

			For an instant her brows knitted, the smile disappearing from her face. But then with a quick breath she regained the mockery in her look, and what she said was meant to hurt. “Is Andelemarian in the habit of sending brickmakers now? Why didn’t he send one of his precious nobles?” she asked. “Goddess knows, I’ve seen enough of them lately.” 

			Again Jremm ignored her. “I have a note of passage from him, if you want to see it.” 

			She shook her head. “No need,” she said. “I have no reason to believe you would lie.” She paused. “Now, what is your message? Please be quick. I have much to do.” 

			He looked at her, a sudden sympathy washing through him. “Maybe you should sit down,” he suggested, but expressionlessly she shook her head. 

			He took a deep breath. “Your father is dead,” he said softly. 

			“What?” she exclaimed. The grief in her voice was real. 

			“It is true,” the young mrem added. “His body lies in the palace.” He saw a tear form in her eye. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “If there’s anything....” 

			“You can do nothing,” she said coldly. “Except one thing. Tell the king to send his body here. Immediately.” 

			“If that had been possible,” Jremm explained calmly, “the king would have done so already.” 

			Her brows knitted in anger. “Why isn’t it possible?” she asked slowly. 

			Jremm hung his head. When he had insisted on going to Rennilan himself, he had known it would finally come to this. But somehow he knew the news was his to take, because in a way Draldren’s death had been his fault. If he’d only arrived sooner, if he hadn’t wasted so much time, he could have told the king that Draldren was not responsible. The guards could have captured him, without having to kill him. 

			“His body will not leave the palace,” he said, “because there it will be burned.” Burning was used only for the bodies of the diseased. It was also a sign of disgrace. 

			“Burned?!” she shouted. “Why should it be burned? What has he done that deserves fire?” Her breathing was heavy now, and her head shook slightly with barely controlled rage. Soon she would attack, Jremm knew, as all cornered mrem attack. Soon her claws would try to find his neck. Already, they were extended. He fought to keep his fur from bristling. Only by concentrating could he still his tail. 

			“He tried,” Jremm managed to say, “last night, to kill Andelemarian.” 

			“No!” she screamed, and leaped toward him. One claw found his arm as he ducked away, but the other hand missed entirely. Whirling to face her, he raised his arms to block her swings, then backed away and stood perfectly still. Dropping his arms to his side, he stared into her eyes and said, “I will not fight you, Rennilan. If you want to kill me, I will not oppose you.” Then he closed his eyes and waited for her claws.

			They did not come. Nor did she move. When he looked at her, she had her face buried in her hands, and then she ran her fingers to the top of her head and pressed them together hard. Her whiskers and tail wilted. Falling to her knees, and then to the floor, she gasped for air and then started to sob. 

			He did not approach her, because he knew she did not want him, though he wanted to hold her very badly. Instead he waited, as her sobs rose and fell. When they finally stopped, he went to her and took her hand and helped her stand. She raised her face and looked at him, and her voice was quiet when she spoke.

			“I will come to the palace,” she whispered, “and I will plead for my father.” She turned away and said, “Now go from here, Jremm, and do not come back. When I arrive at the king’s, please do not be there. I do not wish to see you anymore.” 

			So calm was her voice, so certain and so empty of feeling, that Jremm simply turned on his heel and left. When he came outside the sun was high and warm, but he felt like a dead thing whose soul has been lost.
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			FOLLOWING THE path marked on Cwynid’s map, Crethok and his highlanders hurried to catch the caravan. The wizard had cryptically informed the highlander that it carried things worth more than gold to Sleisher. They caught sight of the lowlanders as they climbed toward the last pass before emerging into the valley sheltering Cragsclaw. This represented a dilemma, as there was no other route up the side of the mountain. The self-proclaimed chief wished for the first time since he had left that the wizard was still accompanying them. He would have thought of some other way than a mad dash to catch the lowlanders. There was a guard post not too far beyond, and from there a dozen mrem could hold the trail against an army. He had been stopped there once before on his first raid. 

			Unused to making his own decisions, Crethok hesitated. Behind him the mrem grew restive. Had he badgered them across miles of rough trails just to watch their prey escape? They were anxious about venturing so close to the lair of their old enemy and also not to lose the treasure. Crethok had hinted of its worth earlier to encourage his mrem to greater haste. Their murmurs rose as the wait continued. 

			Finally, spurred as much by his followers’ expectations as by any real plan, the highland leader signaled a pursuit. Behind him were over two hundred warriors, many experienced in battle, all that had been in the camp the night Cwynid had appeared with the map. 

			Crethok tried to count the mrem walking beside the wagons. It was a dreary day, warning of the cold that would soon follow. Patches of the snow that had fallen the night before remained on the shadowed places of the gray rock. The caravan was not that large. It would have at most fifty guards. Strategy was not needed; they merely had to catch up and overwhelm its defenders. 

			Having decided this would be an easy raid, Crethok extended his stride, pulling to the front of the highlanders. They could easily move many times the speed of any wagon over this broken trail. They would reach the back of the caravan in less than an hour, sooner if the guards abandoned them as soon as they saw the size of the force pursuing them. 

			Out of habit, Crethok began to hope there would be a few beautiful females among the captives. Then, with the stirring this thought brought him, there was a jagged pain. Once again he cursed the eastern wizard. They would not need him this day. That fool thought him a tool, Crethok spat bitterly. Cwynid would be surprised at what was planned for him when once he had made Crethok ClanMrem. His dying would be long and pleasurable, to Crethok at least. 

			The guard who first spotted the long snake of mrem winding up the mountain trail behind them let out an inarticulate yell. Even so, every mrem knew what it had to mean. Reswen hurried to the rear, Mithmid following. When the wagon started to slow, he bellowed for the drivers to speed up instead. They grumbled that the grade was steep and the old trail narrow. Even so, they were in no more hurry to fight the highlanders than Reswen was. Whips snapped as the teamsters tried to urge their protesting uxen to a faster pace. 

			“They will catch us in less than an hour,” Mithmid calculated nervously. “There’s a lot of them.” 

			“Over two hundred,” Reswen confirmed his appraisal. 

			“Well?” The wizard was becoming visibly agitated. His tail thrashed the dusty trail and his ears were tight against his skull. 

			Reswen said nothing. He just stood completely still and stared as the dark smudge crawled up the trail behind them. 

			“We are less than fifty.” Mithmid tried to get some response. The mercenary didn’t even glance at him. 

			“Trail’s too narrow for an ambush.” After an awkward silence Mithmid attempted to make some positive contribution. For the last three miles, the old mountain trail to Cragsclaw had been cut from the mountainside. On one side a flat gray rock wall extended forty feet overhead. On the other there was a sharp drop of hundreds of feet. 

			“I suppose we could abandon the wagons?” the wizard tried again. This time he got a response. 

			“Not to them,” spat the mercenary. Hate filled his tone. His ears were pulled back now and he made no effort to sheathe his claws. 

			It was Mithmid’s turn to stay silent. 

			“They wear different colors,” Reswen explained in controlled tones. The highlanders’ kilts and cloaks were a mixture of colors, though nearly half were Arklier’s followers’ green. “That has to be Crethok, Peorlias’ second son. Rumor is he was outlawed by his own brother. I’d thought him ahead of us, or in the western edge of the valley, still ravaging villages.” The mercenary’s tail flared full and his claws extended once more. His jaw tightened as he watched the highlander approach.

			The magician found himself calming as if balancing the other mrem’s agitation. There were no enchantments he alone could do that would be effective against so many. He had been warned the Council was busy in Ar and would not be able to help him. 

			“We can’t let these wagons fall into his hands.” Reswen sounded most determined, almost as if saying it made a difference. 

			“So what do we do?” There seemed only two options; to fight or to flee. But with the slow wagons, they could never get away. 

			“If you have no magic that will help, we fight.” Reswen sounded almost resigned. “If we can hold them for three hours, there is a watchtower. There should be guards there, a dozen or more. It stands five mrem tall and has thick stone walls. Even if it is now unmanned, these clansmrem could never drive us out.” With this, Reswen turned and trotted after the caravan. Once again Mithmid followed. 
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			From the guard’s drooping whiskers and sullen comments, Mithmid realized there was little chance they could hold out against the highlanders. Reswen was checking each mrem’s weapons and giving each guard a few encouraging words. Still the mood was glum. Even though they would be helped by the fact that only four mrem could fight abreast at one time on the narrow roadway, eight if they would sacrifice their mobility, they would be quickly overwhelmed. To hear the guards there seemed no way they could hold long enough even to allow the caravan to escape. 

			The teamsters, knowing they would lose their wagons, and probably their lives if caught, drove their animals as hard as they dared. One wagon wheel had slid over the edge, and only the quick thinking of a guard saved the wagon from falling off the ledge. He jammed his sword into a crack in the rock roadway, and this stopped the inner wheel as it slid after the other. When they had recovered the wagon, the sword was bent beyond use, but Reswen plunged into a different wagon and emerged with a new one to replace it. 

			But they had lost ten more minutes doing this. 

			By now the screams and taunts of the approaching clansmrem were easily distinguishable. Mithmid joined the teamsters in cursing the narrowness of the trail. Suddenly he smiled. There might be another way. They had been thinking that the only way to delay the highlanders was to fight them. But to fight would mean to lose. 

			Reswen was visibly annoyed when Mithmid called him over, but this annoyance slowly faded as the wizard outlined his plan. By the time he had finished, Reswen was almost smiling. 

			Most of the wagons in the caravan had been sent by the city to carry cargo for Lord Sleisher. Three contained trade goods owned by the merchant who traveled with them. Among these were bales of cloth and six amphorae of lamp oil.

			Once they were unloaded, two bales nearly covered the trail where it curved around a jutting block of granite. One guard made a joke about putting out welcoming mats for the highlanders. This earned him the duty of hauling one of the large amphorae back to them as the wagons continued crawling up the steep trail.

			When their pursuers were within seconds of reaching him, Reswen scurried back to where Mithmid and the “volunteer” waited with lit torches. He had barely cleared the bolts of cloth when they lit with a loud whoosh. The last few hairs of his tail were caught by the flames. 

			None of them needed any encouragement to run faster up the trail. Arrows clattered against the rock wall as they fled. Behind they could still hear the roar of the flames as the oil-soaked cloth burned behind them. More arrows landed around the fleeing mrem, one grazing Mithmid’s harness. He found he could run faster. 

			Mithmid caught up to Reswen just as they rounded a curve in the trail and were momentarily safe. As they slowed, he reached forward to put out the last smoldering hairs on the larger mrem’s tail. Reswen had his sword drawn and was swinging at whoever was pulling his tail when he realized what the magician was doing. The blade stopped well short of his companion. 

			All three mrem laughed as they gasped for breath, more from relief than at the humor of the situation. 

			The frustrated shouts of the highland mrem were still clearly audible. One shrieked when he tried to push aside the burning cloth and instead his own fur caught fire. 

			“That won’t hold them long,” Reswen observed, peering around the edge of the cliff. He was pleased to see the highlanders were waiting for the fire to burn itself out before trying to clear the obstruction. “We had better move on,” the mercenary observed, turning up the trail. 

			“Let’s set the next one up closer to the next curve,” the volunteer mrem suggested ruefully. An arrow was still lodged in the leather armor protecting his back. 
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			Six more times, they waited until the highlanders were close and then blocked the trail with fire. This way they bought the caravan an additional two hours, holding the highlanders virtually in place. The volunteer finally was hit in the leg by an arrow, leaving only the mercenary and the wizard to complete the last three barriers. Each time they were stopped, the clansmrem’s screams of frustration grew louder. One voice, sounding, if possible, more frustrated than the others, bellowed a stream of often conflicting orders. Mithmid suspected this was Crethok, but there was never time to ask Reswen. 

			Finally one of the mrem who had been shuttling the cloth and oil as they were unloaded from the moving wagons appeared empty-handed. This would be the last barrier. 

			They had delayed the highlanders for longer than anyone had hoped. They had gained two hours, but they needed three. 

			“I guess we fight after all?” Mithmid inquired unnecessarily. 

			Reswen’s weary shrug was his answer. 

			Lighting the last barrier, they hastened after the caravan. The last wagon was halfway up a steep, straight stretch of the trail when they saw it. The trail was slightly wider here, where it cut through softer rock. Both mrem knew that only a few minutes behind them were the highlanders, their mood hardly improved by the last two hour’s events.

			By the time the first highland mrem appeared at the bottom of the long slope, the first of the wagons was just topping the highest point in the pass. They would move more quickly now, as the rest of the way was downhill. The clouds were a gray ceiling only yards above the trail at its highest point. 

			Both Reswen and Mithmid were panting, nearly exhausted, when they reached the caravan. A few of the guards cheered; but most were too entranced by the sight of the clansmrem behind them to react. To ensure it wouldn’t set the others on fire if it burned, the last wagon of any mountain caravan always carried the lamp oil. Mithmid dragged himself into this one and lay there panting. Reswen lay beside him for a few breaths, then jumped out once more. 

			Several minutes later, the wizard was able to breathe normally again and ready to leave the wagon when it stopped. Surprised, he sat up. 

			The first thing he saw was that the clansmrem were now just out of arrowshot. They were at the top of the trail, and behind him they could see that the rest of the caravan was already far down the pass. From here on the trail was wider and its edges less abrupt. There was a second empty wagon a few paces down the trail, its uxen gone. He gave Reswen, who had walked up beside him, an inquiring glance. 

			“Here we fight,” the mercenary answered simply. “I recommend you get back a short distance or take a bow.” 

			Mithmid had to admit he was unskilled with the weapon, and hurried to crouch behind the wagon as the first highland arrows thudded against the trail and cliff a few paces short of the waiting guardsmrem. Since they were higher, their own arrows could reach the highlanders and the first volley dropped two clansmrem. 

			Even so, the highlanders gave a cheer as they increased their pace. They had finally brought the guards to bay and knew that with their greater numbers they must win.

			Having the wagon for cover added to their higher elevation, so the guards had a considerable advantage in the exchange of arrows. Over a dozen clansmrem fell in the next few minutes, and only one guard. But all this time the mass of warriors continued to advance. Watching them from beneath the wagon, Mithmid found he had to admire their courage. The mrem he suspected was Crethok had retreated into the safety of the pack. A tall warrior in a red cape now led the charge up the trail. 

			In the next volley, two more guardsmrem fell, and several more highlanders. It was hard for the wizard to tell how many, since the others advanced over those that had fallen, hiding them from his view.

			More arrows flew and the leading clansmrem began to hesitate, visibly shying away from the first of the arrows. The red-cloaked mrem turned and, with blistering curses, rallied them. Three more guardsmrem were down; one had fallen near Mithmid with a sucking wound in his chest. He watched helplessly as the mrem died. 

			The red-cloaked clansmrem fell moments later with an arrow in his eye, but it was too late. The highlanders were close enough now to be sure they would reach the surviving guardsmrem. With a bloodthirsty roar, they charged forward, exchanging swords for dropped bows. 

			“Into the other wagon!” Reswen shouted, dragging Mithmid from beneath his shelter. When the magician was clear, three guardsmrem turned the wagon toward the charging clansmrem and shoved. It rattled down the trail, gaining speed as it rolled. The first highlanders slowed, then turned to run, at the sight of the heavy wagon rolling at them. Those behind, unaware of the danger, pushed them forward. As Reswen climbed in to join the others, Mithmid saw the wagon slam into the first of the highlanders. Some were crushed, a few pushed over the edge to fall screaming. The freight wagon plummeted off the trail after passing through nearly a third of the charging mrem. Three clansmrem were clinging to it when it went over. 

			Mithmid didn’t get a chance to enjoy this last, or the confusion that followed. He was too busy watching the cliff face rush past and invoking the mercy of more than a dozen different deities. Reswen had started the wagon rolling with a gentle shove. As they rolled downhill it had gained speed. Before they had traveled a hundred paces, the side of the trail streaked past. Two mrem pushed on the wooden brakes until smoke rose where they ground against the wheel’s iron-clad rims. Nrether, the largest of the guards, stood in the front and tried to steer them using the wagon’s tongue. 

			They were halfway down the slope when the front wheels slammed into a waist-deep ravine that decades of rain had cut across the trail. Nrether lost his grip on the tongue and was thrown from the wagon. The brakemrem lost their footing as well, one also falling over the side. As the runaway swerved for the cliff on their left, mrem dived from the wagon. 

			Fortunately the ravine had also slowed their speed sufficiently that none were seriously hurt. Minutes later, a mrem Reswen had ordered to climb the cliff yelled down that he could see all the way to the top of the pass and there were no highlanders in sight. 

			

•



			Crethok shook with anger and frustration. Over thirty mrem killed, and that many again hurt. His mrem had panicked at the carnage caused by the wagon and fled down the trail. Six were yet to be found, and thought to have been thrown off the cliff. There were mutterings about how he had led them into a trap. Crethok understood their discontent; he could barely contain his own anger. 

			It took him over an hour to get the clansmrem back into some sort of order and convince them to follow him into the pass once more. This time they met no resistance. From the crest he could see the caravan miles ahead. They would be at the guard tower before he could catch them... if he could persuade the clansmrem to even try. They would camp here tonight. 
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			Arbunda’s Rest was filled with mercenaries. No formal system told them where the gold would flow next, but they gathered, sensing that gold would soon be available to buy their blades.

			Jremm hung carefully in his almost familiar perch on the crossbeam. Berrilund had shown him how to use the power to obscure himself, and he was enjoying the chance to practice the enchantment. He still found it difficult not to sneeze from the acrid smoke that filled the area below the inn’s high ceiling. Below him, the tan outlander was meeting with three mercenaries. By their looks, they were not too concerned with how they earned their gold.

			In the center of the room, a massive warrior clad in bundor hides was dancing drunkenly with one of the serving maids. He couldn’t hear what they were saying over the raucous laughter of the dancing mrem’s companions. From their gestures, it was clear a deal had been struck. A small bag was passed across the table. Nothing unusual enough to be noticed in the Rest. From the assuring gestures the ostentatiously clad mercenaries were making, it was the price of someone’s death. 

			Then one of the mrem made a mock hat with his hands, the claws extended upward like the tines of a crown, and was cuffed by their leader. All of the mrem in their group became silent and glanced guiltily around the Rest. Jremm realized that they were going to assassinate someone who wore a crown. They intended to kill the king. Almost forgetting to maintain his camouflage spell, he scurried back through the broken grate and into the darkness. There was no use watching the tan mrem any longer. He had to warn Mithmid. Andelemarian was in danger again.

			Hurrying toward the palace, Jremm found he wasn’t tired anymore. This would be twice he had saved the king, twice his efforts for the H’satie and the Council had provided vital information. What he did was important, more important than baking bricks. He was valued, not just by a critical employer, but by his king. 

			The self-proclaimed ClanMrem had no warning the wizard was in the camp. He awoke, groggy from the wine he had drunk the night before, to see Cwynid entering his tent. Even as he struggled to his feet, Crethok resolved to punish the mrem who had failed to alert him. 

			“You have failed again,” Cwynid accused without even a greeting. “You could not even stop one paltry caravan.”

			Crethok began to protest and then remained quiet. He allowed himself to imagine how he would deal with whichever guard had failed to stop the wizard from entering. It did not matter that even he was afraid to cross the tan mrem, it would be satisfying and he wasn’t enjoying this at all. The accursed wizard was right, he had failed. The ClanSon’s tail drooped and he sagged back into his sleeping furs. 

			“No matter.” Cwynid casually dismissed the disaster with a flick of his tail. “I have given orders for the rest of your mrem to follow. The call has been sung for those tribes that would follow you to assemble.” 

			Normally Crethok would have bristled at this outsider ordering his mrem about, but after the failed pursuit it hardly seemed to matter. He shrugged and listened. 

			“Sleisher’s men are divided. Some new menace has many of them skittering about the southern valleys. Your brother also has turned west and raids from the hills along the new caravan road. He is not there to stop any who will to from following you. Now is the time to strike at Cragsclaw.”

			For the first time Crethok showed excitement. Cragsclaw marked the real southern boundary of the land the clansmrem called their own. It sat in the middle of the most fertile valley in the mountains and across the route of the desert caravans. Long before, it had been his ancestors’ land, and if he became the lord of Cragsclaw every clan would have to acknowledge his right to lead. 

			“I will meet you outside Cragsclaw’s walls in a ten-day,” Cwynid announced, turning to leave. 

			Before Crethok could reply, the wizard added, “Try not to lose the entire army before I arrive.” The disgust in his voice was evident. 

			Then he was gone. He had never agreed to go, Crethok realized. That pompous wizard had just ordered him to go where he wanted. For a moment his ruff rose, but then sagged as the highland leader accepted that he would do as Cwynid ordered. He had never failed when the mrem’s magics aided him. He would go to Cragsclaw and become its new lord. 

			He sagged back into his furs, trying to convince himself that he was doing what he wanted. The dull ache in his loins was hard to ignore for the rest of that night. It reminded him of his disgrace. Finally, on the renewed resolution to kill Cwynid slowly after the siege, he was able to fall into a restless sleep. 

			It was always an occasion when the White Dancer arrived in Ar. As the head of all Dancers, her power was second only to Andelemarian’s. The occasion for this particular visit was the Harvest Festival. It was celebrated late in Ar, at the time of the shortest day.

			Once her procession had reached the palace, she sent a Senior Dancer to Oormet. The female was old. Her fur was drying and her whiskers were solid gray. Though no one was there to notice, she was very much a female image of the chamberlain himself. While relations were cordial now, the White Dancer’s authority was often in conflict with the king’s.

			The dancer entered to find Oormet waiting. He dismissed a page, leaving them alone in the high-windowed chamber. The walls were decorated with colorful mosaics, and an intricately carved table and two chairs had been placed in the room’s center. Aware they represented others, both officials spoke cautiously at first, as if maneuvering in a dance-duel. 

			“You requested an audience, Wise One?” Oormet began respectfully. 

			“I thank you for the honor,” she replied with equal formality. 

			“I trust the journey was not too strenuous.”

			“Were I younger I would still enjoy such things,” the dancer observed. “Better She had designed the world so that Harvest came while it was still warm.” 

			The chamberlain chuckled, then turned serious. “But you did not come here to discuss Her mistakes?” He made it a question. 

			The dancer smoothed her whiskers, considering before she spoke. “The White Dancer wishes an audience... a private audience with King Andelemarian.” 

			Normally the two symbols of authority met only during formal court sessions. Oormet’s mind raced as he considered the implications and then what arrangements would be needed. The dancer waited patiently, her expression also abstracted. She too was concerned about the request. To have such a meeting was to show favor. The dancers must always be neutral. This was the basis of their strength and their immunity. 

			“It might be best if the meeting were held so as to have never been,” the court official suggested discreetly. Once the dancer had nodded her agreement, he continued, “Tonight at the rise of the first moon, the king will walk in the scent garden near his quarters. The normal guard will be elsewhere.” 

			“That would be best.” The old dancer stood, waiting for Oormet to rise as well. The chamberlain’s mind raced as he watched the dancer rejoin her guards outside the chamber’s entrance. Whatever the White Dancer wanted, it must be of tremendous importance. Then he hastened to tell the king about the walk he would be taking that night. 
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			The storeroom behind the kitchen was cleaner than normal. Someone, probably Eronucu, had cleared the worst of the debris and wiped down the ten unmatched chairs and scarred wooden table. Since there were no windows, a lone lamp in the center of the table lit the room. Sacks of flour and grain were stacked against one wall. Sorilia complimented the elderly cook on the improvement, but their leader said nothing. He appeared tired. 

			The cook had detected the attempt to influence Oormet several days earlier, finding signs his mind had been tampered with. Subsequently, signs of meddling had been detected in the minds of three other courtiers. It had been extremely difficult to reverse these changes and leave no trace of their efforts. The strain of protecting the palace from being subverted by the eastern wizard was beginning to show. 

			Eronucu called them to order by beating a serving spoon on the table. Without speaking, he nodded to the gray-haired woman who served as housekeeper to the royal suite. She rose and spoke in measured tones. 

			“They met last night,” Lorleen informed the other members of the Council. “When he left, his mind was on the east.” 

			This got a varied response around the table. When the hissing comments ended, the elderly housekeeper continued. “If so, she has done us a service.” 

			“If he doesn’t ignore the problems with his brother and the nobles,” Eronucu reminded them. 

			Lorleen ignored them. There was more she wished to say. “I made myself busy, preparing Andelemarian’s chamber. When the White Dancer finished, she had to pass me. I couldn’t read her. It was as though she wasn’t there.” 

			Several of the mrem at the table fingered their whiskers as they considered the implications of this. But Lorleen wasn’t finished. 

			“She stopped. Then she thanked me and my friends.” 

			Everyone began to speak at once. 

			“We have other problems,” Eronucu bellowed for attention. He seemed more awake now. “The presence we have sensed is now in Ar. Whoever it is, he has been busy stirring up the noble families in the hinterland. Now several lesser members of the Council have detected his presence here in the city. Though, on my orders, none have tried to approach him.” 

			“Or her,” Berrilund corrected. 

			“Or her,” Eronucu accepted the correction. “Though I suspect a male simply because most of the nobles are quite traditional and would pay more attention to one.” 

			Berrilund wiggled his whiskers at the comment, looking more amused than annoyed, and so the cook continued. “I have asked those three who you may have noticed are missing to keep a watch, interfering with any major spells he might cast.” 

			“Is that safe?” Sthon worried aloud. He was the oldest active member of the Council of the Three and by far the most cautious. 

			“I suspect it is. Our opponent is not so powerful as many here are. It is only when he... or she,” Eronucu bowed slightly to Berrilund, “taps the power of the Eastern Lords that we even are able to detect him. If we can jumble his enchantments early enough, we can deny him any help from that source.” 

			“Assassins have also been hired.” There was disgust in the elderly cook’s voice. “As much as we all dislike using such methods, I felt it best to be prepared.” 

			Several of the other magicians nodded their agreement. While each wizard’s magical powers were great, they took a lifetime to develop fully. No senior member of the Council was skilled enough at combat to defend himself from a physical attack, much less initiate one. 

			“Still, if you all disagree, I will listen,” finished the heavily-built mrem, who then settled into his chair and regained his air of near-exhaustion. 

			With both their implied discovery by the White Dancer and the debate over how to handle the presence of the eastern wizard, this Council meeting lasted until almost dawn.

			The fishcakes at breakfast the next morning were overly dry, and the bread undercooked. This was attributed to the apparent exhaustion of the royal cook. Most of the kitchen staff were worried he might be ill. Several of the apprentices decided instead that the fault must lie with the newest scullery maid, explaining why she had no time for them.

		

	


	
		
			



			[image: head_27.pdf]

			



			CRETHOK RUBBED the fur on the back of his neck. He knew he had to tell his mrem something, but he wasn’t sure exactly what. For three days he had waited for the magician to return, yet still he stood alone, his clansmrem impatient to be moving. This camp had lasted too long for the one thousand clansmrem that had answered his call. 

			“Tell me again of the formations,” he said to the other. He had recently named Warnta his second, and the tall, thin mrem had responded admirably. But Crethok was trying to stall him now, long enough for Cwinyd to return and tell him what to do. Before long, he knew, even the trusting Warnta would begin to suspect his inaction. 

			Cwinyd had promised to return two days ago at the latest. Now, he was nowhere to be seen. In the meantime, Crethok’s highlanders had prepared for the march on Cragsclaw. They were ready, they were anxious, and Crethok could afford to wait no longer.

			For the third time in the past two days, Warnta ran through the clansmrem’s formations. Nothing had changed, of course, because nothing needed to change. Prepared for the frontal assault, the attack on the left, the charge on the right, and even for the siege of Cragsclaw itself, the army was everything Crethok wanted it to be. Warnta had done his job well. 

			“The mrem are ready?” Crethok asked needlessly. 

			“Yes,” said the other. “As they have been.” The voice held no mockery, even though Crethok knew it well could. Instead, it softened, as Warnta hesitantly asked, “Will we march soon, my lord? The mrem are more and more anxious.” 

			He knew what this meant, of course. Anxious meant rebellious. Already these mrem were rebels, because they followed the brother with the lesser claim to be ClanMrem. It would take only a little more indecision to persuade them to rebel even further. 

			They were loyal, but not forever. 

			“I am ready to give the command,” Crethok said, even though his words were not true. “Gather the mrem at dusk. I will tell them then. We leave in the morning.” 

			Warnta turned and left the tent. Exhausted and uncertain, Crethok sat heavily in the corner. Dawn gave Cwinyd over three hours to return. If the magician failed, he wondered what he would do.

			Thoughts weighed him down. He liked action better. But like his brother Arklier, he knew the value of planning, even if he chose to use it far less. His brother had both saved and shamed him. Another value he was quickly learning was reliability. So often now had Cwinyd failed him, he began to curse himself for accepting his help in the first place. Without him, he would not have come as far; with him, he was frightened of the path he was forced to take. 

			But he was receiving help from an unexpected source. A growing force of raiders had come into the area, where the army of Keth Sleisher provided the only defense. As long as Sleisher was concerned about this new force, it had left Crethok’s warriors to lick their wounds in private. And as those wounds healed, the need for Arklier’s help disappeared. His brother had disgraced him far too often; he did not want to accept his aid again. 

			Still, he wondered just how good the new force was. His first guess had been these were exaggerated tales of the small force he himself had ordered to the far end of the valley, but it was clear this had to be something else. The messengers reported a dark-furred mrem of the grasslands as its leader, news that at first Crethok had scoffed at. The grasslands, he knew, were filled with hunters of bundor and tillers of the earth, not with warriors. In the grasslands, the villages depended on their poverty for defense. Even he only raided villages when they needed food or entertainment. Lately he had left the villages alone. They gave food, and they gave women, but in the end they did nothing to add to his honor.

			Much more lucrative, by far, were the caravans between the cities. Greater yet was the fame he would gain from the fall of Cragsclaw. The lands of Lord Sleisher extended well to the west and north of the fortress he commanded. Along the shadow of the mountains, it controlled villages rich in mining, metalwork, and pottery.

			Many a highland raid had failed in these lands. The Sleishers had for over a hundred years thwarted all attempts to pillage their lands. Crethok himself had lost more mrem than he cared to recall. Only Arklier, it seemed, could gain a success in the mountains. And his were a coward’s victories, attacking only where the enemy was weak. Then the highland leader’s thoughts turned again to the identity of the dark-furred bandit whose success threatened his own fame. In the past month, the grasslander had destroyed three towers and raided two villages. Rumor was those villages had all refused to sell him food. Crethok hissed at the idea of actually paying for the food they took. It made no sense. This dark-furred bandit and his mrem had also raided four caravans, two of which Crethok’s band had been waiting for further down the mountain trails. 

			Once he had tried to catch up to these new raiders, thinking either to make them join him or to destroy them. Despite all the speed they could muster, the grasslander’s raiders never came within their sight. It had hurt his prestige to be outmaneuvered by a lowlander in the mountains. Cwinyd had laughed openly. He had been forced to attack and destroy a watchtower to regain his clansmrem’s respect.

			At dusk, Crethok rose and bit into a slice of salted bunda meat. Then, drinking a deep draught of cold water, he stepped from his tent and faced his warriors. 

			“Tomorrow at dawn,” he announced, “we march on Cragsclaw.” 

			His mrem shouted and jumped to their feet. “Cragsclaw!” they chanted and the chant rippled out among the thousand gathered in the valley. Crethok watched them, and his heart thudded with pride. They would follow him, these warriors, wherever he chose to lead them. Him! Not Cwynid, not Arklier. He continued for some time, telling the clansmrem how glorious their victory would be. After each new sentence they would cheer once more. 

			But when he returned to his tent, and the sounds of celebration died, he listened to the wind as it swirled through the mountains. In that wind he heard the snow, and suddenly he felt the pain of uncertainty. When he had spoken, his words had thrilled him. Now there was no thrill at all. He wanted a female to share his excitement. But that couldn’t be. For him there was only, in the mountains in the night, the deep, bitter pangs of embarrassment.
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			Two days after entering Ar, Sruss was at last allowed to see the king. The problem was her disguise. Totally unwilling to have her real name used, she instructed Berrilund to tell the king the Dancer of the Wilds had arrived. She thought it sounded important, but the king apparently did not. All through the day she had waited, then late into the night, but no word had come from the palace of Ar. Later she learned the White Dancer had been in the city. 

			In the morning, the summons came in the form of a messenger. She was a spratling youth, mostly hands and feet with her whiskers only half grown. Sruss had to remind herself she was not known to be the princess and the messenger was not an insult. The King of Ar, she said, would see the Dancer of the Wilds at nightfall of that day. 

			“Nightfall!” Sruss had exclaimed. “But that’s another full day I have to waste.” 

			The messenger had simply nodded. “That is the king’s message,” she replied. “I cannot change it.” 

			Indignant and frustrated, Sruss said, “Tell the king....” But then she stopped. Nightfall was not too late. She knew her father, and if she antagonized him he might not see her at all. Still it irked her. Dismissing the messenger, she spent an impatient day wandering the markets of the poorer districts, where she was unlikely to be recognized. 

			At last night came, but even now she was not free of frustrations. When her appointed time arrived, she was admitted with Berrilund into the sitting room beside the throne room. There she sat, expectantly, until well over an hour later. Suddenly she jumped up and began to pace, afraid that the king had changed his mind. When she looked at Berrilund, the courtier was smiling. 

			“The king is occupied,” he said. “Pacing will not help.” 

			She protested. “But I was scheduled....” 

			“Many are scheduled,” the wizard interrupted. “You are fortunate I could help. Most do not get even this far.” 

			“Does not the name of the Dancer of the Wilds mean something to him?” 

			Again he smiled, but kindly. “Yes,” he answered. “But so do many others. He must deal with all of them, and not all, believe it or not, are as patient as you are. You would have been seen instantly if you had told him your real name.”

			She nodded. “Yes,” she muttered. “But I didn’t want the whole city to know I was here.” 

			“Exactly,” came the response. “So be patient once more.” She sat and tried at least to look patient. But she didn’t enjoy it. She waited another full hour, until finally old Oormet opened the door and motioned for them to follow him. The old mrem’s eyes opened wide when he saw her, but she knew he wasn’t certain that he believed his own sight. It pained her to have to deceive the old chamberlain. He had always been kind to her.

			When she and Berrilund entered the throne room, the king did not look up. A dozen tired-looking courtiers sat or slouched off to one side. The rear wall, as always, was lined with guards. Studying some documents, Andelemarian bent his head down toward the papers and breathed an audible sigh. Then with his tongue he licked his hand, slowly and methodically washing his face, until at last he shook his head hard and turned to face his new visitors. 

			“Berrilund,” he said. “Welcome once more.” He glanced at his daughter. “You have brought, I am told, a female of great importance to the people of Ar and the world.” The phrase was pure formality. It was nonetheless nicely done.

			“I have, your majesty,” came Berrilund’s response. “Behold a White Dancer, the Dancer of the Wilds, who comes before you on a mission of great urgency.”

			“Since it is so urgent,” the king nodded, “I apologize for the delay in seeing you. Another urgent matter required my attentions.” When he looked at the Dancer, his brows suddenly knitted. There was an instant of recognition, but he said nothing, waiting instead for her to speak. 

			“I’ll be as brief as I can,” Sruss began. “Perhaps all you need is the main point.” She paused, then announced, “Cragsclaw is in danger. It is about to be attacked, if it has not already been taken.”

			The king leaned forward, a frown on his face. “How do you know this?” he asked slowly. 

			So she told him of Talwe, and of Morian, and of Cwinyd the magician and Crethok the raider from the highlands. Her tale was not long, because her speech was brief, but at many points he stopped her to ask her questions, so that in the end she spoke until near the approach of midnight. When she finished, she was exhausted. The king, however, was not. 

			“Why did you come to me?” he asked. 

			“Because Ar must send forces,” she replied, her voice now slightly hoarse. 

			He rubbed his face with the back of his hand. “Lord Sleisher has always fared well by himself,” he mused. “I seem to be getting warned a lot by Dancers lately. How do I know the threat is as great as you say?”

			She stopped, then sighed. He had, of course, no reason to believe her. “You have heard all I know,” she said quietly. “I have nothing else to offer except my word that all this is true.” 

			“Nothing else,” he replied, staring at the tips of his whiskers, “but perhaps, from someone very special, that is enough. Come closer, that I may embrace you to show a king’s thanks for a warning brought through many hazards.” A few of the courtiers looked up bored, finding nothing special here. A few watched this Dancer in case she appeared in the court again. Befriending those favored by Andelemarian was a beneficial practice.

			Sruss looked into her father’s eyes. They danced in the light from the lamps, and she watched as a smile brightened his old, kind face. Suddenly she felt her feelings overflow, and with the sweetness of their coming she let the tears wash from her eyes. And he descended from the throne and took her in his arms. Smiling, he stopped a pace away and shook his head. “This is no disguise, daughter,” he muttered, reaching out and pulling her to him. He stroked the darkened fur on her neck. “It might fool some, but hardly your father.” Then he pulled her toward an alcove on the side of the throne, gesturing for Berrilund to follow. The alcove was small, barely large enough for all three to stand in. A thick tapestry featuring Bralittar in battle with a demon covered its front. Once inside, they were shielded from the court and the king allowed his happiness to show. 

			“I am glad to see you, daughter.” 

			“And I you,” Sruss agreed. 

			“That was quite a tale,” the king wondered. 

			“And all true,” his daughter assured him. “My message was true. It has taken me many weeks to journey here, but even when I left things were urgent.” 

			“Then I am doubly grateful, for both the warning and a chance to see you are well.” He embraced her once more and continued to hold her, obviously reluctant to let her go. “I should be concerned that you came here. There was great risk in it. Still, your disguise seems to be effective. The robes are better, and your aloofness best of all, but all fared poorly the minute you began to speak.” He looked at Berrilund. “Did you not instruct her,” he asked the wizard, “how she should change her voice?” 

			Berrilund smiled. “She never meant to deceive you,” he said, “only the others. But she knew the importance of not being recognized. She did not want to spoil your plans. Nor, of course, did anyone else. Now,” he added, “I will leave you to become reacquainted.” 

			“No,” Sruss said. “There is no time. And that, too, would arouse suspicion.” 

			The king nodded reluctantly. “She’s right,” he agreed. “You must leave here as you came. Together.” He looked at Sruss. “Who is this Talwe you have spoken of?” 

			She told him, speaking quickly. She told him, too, of his strangeness since his meeting with Morian. Intently, the king listened, only his whiskers showing any sign of acknowledgement. 

			“Will he go to Cragsclaw alone?” he asked at last. 

			“He said he would,” she replied. 

			“Then he will be caught, like Sleisher, in a siege—” He thought a moment. “—if the attackers are foolish enough to besiege during the winter. It is cold in the mountains, and supplies are scarce.” 

			Sruss studied her father’s face. “Then you will send an army?” she asked carefully. 

			“It is cold for campaigning as well,” the king replied. “And Ar itself is in some danger. So I have been warned by another Dancer.” At this she started, but he put his hand on her shoulder. 

			“Danger from where?” she asked. 

			“From the east,” was her father’s only answer. 

			She waited for him to continue, but he did not. “Will you send an army?” she asked again.

			At last he nodded his head. “Yes,” he said, “I will send an army. But I cannot send a large one, and I cannot lead it myself. Nor can my brother, for he will be needed here. And would not leave if I ordered him to. I wish, now,” he mused, “that I had not sent Reswen away.” 

			“Where is Reswen?” Sruss asked. “I have not seen him since he left me with the Dancer.” 

			“He is at Cragsclaw,” the king answered. “With Sleisher, he guards the fortress against the east. But now, if what you say is true, he must guard it from the west as well.” 

			For a full minute there was silence. Then Sruss spoke. 

			“I will lead the army,” she said. She expected laughter, but her father only shook his head. 

			“No,” he said, “you, too, will be needed here.” 

			She frowned. “I have no place here,” she said. “I can’t just sit here while Talwe....” Suddenly she stopped. 

			Andelemarian nodded slowly. “The darkfur has impressed you deeply,” he said. “Would you allow Morian to stay here? She also has business with Talwe.”

			She knew why he said this, but hearing it still angered her. She had been too quick to speak of Talwe, too quick to forget about Morian. There was no point now trying to convince her father that her interest in Talwe was not what he thought. Denial, after a point, was useless. 

			“I will go to Cragsclaw,” she said at last. “And Morian will come with me.” 

			The king nodded. “Is that your wish?” he asked. 

			“It is.” 

			“Then I will not stop you.” He added, “Still, you will not lead the army. Berrilund, who is the most faithful of the nobles? Now that Draldren is gone.” 

			“Sarkarien is Gerianan’s second,” he suggested.

			The king mused. “Yes,” he said. “The reports on Sarkarien are good. If Gerianan will spare him, he will lead the force. I will send four hundred of my personal guard, nearly half. That is all I can afford.” He released Sruss and lifted a heavy gold chain off a table at the back of the alcove. “Now, take this trinket; go and sleep,” he offered holding it out. “They will expect I took you back here to give you a reward. You will be called in the morning. The army will leave Ar, in pomp and in ceremony, three mornings hence. You and Morian will be among those who travel with it, in the disguise of the Dancer and her helper.” He reached for her and embraced her once more. “We will not speak again as father and daughter, not until you return. I fear, though....” he began, but pulling away from her he did not finish. 

			With a wave of his hand, he motioned them from the room. 
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			“I have received a calling,” Lorleen said softly. “It comes from the east, but I do not know from whom.” 

			She lay on the bed in her palace room, her eyes closed and her eyebrows drawn tightly. At her sides her arms were stiff, and the fur on her clenched hands bristled. Borlin watched her uneasy breathing, wondering why she had summoned him here.

			“I need your help. Time is short and you were the closest,” she said at last. “You must lend me your strength, that I may answer the calling.” Neither a command nor a request, Borlin felt she left him with no choice. 

			“Of course,” he said, and she nodded slowly.

			“Take my hands, I need to first find Mithmid,” she ordered. Then, when he did she seemed to ignore him, withdrawing into herself. So they sat for many minutes, Borlin occasionally feeling a chill as she drew from inside him something almost substantial to supplement her own strength.

			“Mithmid,” a voice shrieked in his head. The young wizard had been resting, exhausted from a day helping to repair and strengthen Cragsclaw’s walls. There had seemed little use for his magic and Reswen, now appointed a captain in Lord Sleisher’s guard, was busy leading an effort to gather food to build up the castle’s stocks. Left at loose ends, he had volunteered to do what he could. Since the wizard’s magic was suspect here, this left him only two skills. He could serve as a scribe or a laborer. Keth Sleisher had pointed out that at this moment walls were much more important than books. Disoriented, the young magician sat up and glanced around the sparsely furnished room he had been assigned. 

			“Mithmid.” The tone was more urgent now. He thought he might recognize the voice. 

			“Lorleen?”

			“Good,” thoughts came in a rush. “Join with me. There is a summoning from the east.” 

			Instantly awake, his heart pounding and his tail twitching, Mithmid obeyed. Leaning back into the bed, he strengthened the bond between their thoughts. 

			“Now clear your mind, and give it to me.” Lorleen ordered. 

			He shook his head, his whiskers brushing the furs. “How?” he asked, but she did not answer. 

			Suddenly, he felt his strength draining from him. Frightened and in awe, he quickly forced away whatever thoughts remained to him and concentrated solely on the waning of his power. As it left he felt fatigued, then weary, then at last unbearably tired, and he knew his eyes were beginning to close.

			“Stay awake!” her voice commanded. The voice was inside him, controlling him, forcing him to do as she bid. For a moment he tried to draw himself back, afraid of losing his very being, but then her voice sang to him, soothing him and reassuring him that she would, in the end, let him go free. The song, too, was magical. It worked not on his weakness but added to what strength of his remained. When it was finished, he surrendered his mind completely.

			Mithmid traveled with her across the world, seeking through the wilds for the voice that had called. The land rushed by, the closest a blur and only the farther mountains standing still. Valleys rushed past below them and were lost before he could recognize more than a green blur. A mountain rushed at them, looming large ahead. Instinctively Mithmid shied away and felt them both slow. 

			“Don’t fight me,” Lorleen admonished.

			He relaxed, trusting in her skill. There was an instant of complete darkness, and then it was behind them. Over the wide grasslands they flew, past village after village blackened by fire. Together they watched the forming of the bundor runs, and the bow-shaped flight of the aegels toward the south. Finally they reached the river, and beyond the river the mountains, and at last they heard the calling once more.

			Slightly from the north it came. Turning in that direction, the minds of Lorleen and Mithmid raced along the mountaintops. To the left lay the foothills and the forest, on the right there was only the bleakness of desert. There lay the end of the world, Mithmid had been taught as a child, and its sight made his soul shudder. 

			But then he saw, far off in the east, an enormous patch of blackness. Almost like a storm cloud it seemed, yet it clung to the ground, not to the sky. Mithmid turned Lorleen’s mind to meet it as well, and when she saw it he felt his own mind wrench with sudden pain. Then he felt himself drawn eastward. 

			He fought, for he knew if he surrendered he would never return. The pull was fierce, and he knew he could not counter it alone. Lorleen’s strength added to his own, as together they tried to pull free.

			They succeeded, but not without cost. As Mithmid felt the drawing drop away from him, there fell away too the voice that had called them. He felt Lorleen tear his mind forward, in a desperate attempt to find it again. But it faded into nothingness, and all they could hear was the wail of the cold wind through the rocks. Discouraged, Lorleen led them back toward the familiar valleys of Ar. 

			“You have seen,” he heard her voice, “what few other mrem have ever seen. And may Bralittar help us if what I fear is true.” 

			“What do you fear?” his mind asked.

			He stiffened with fright at the tremble in her voice. “The armies of the east lay beneath that darkness; so it was in our grandfather’s time,” she whispered sadly. “They march toward Cragsclaw. In the time of Andelemarian, they will say came the terror of the liskash from over the desert.”

			Liskash! From birth he had heard of them, but he never truly believed. Over the mountains was the end of the world. That was what he had been taught. Liskash! Every instinct called for him to extend his claws, but the wizard remembered that here he had no body. 

			Then a voice called out to them. This time it was clearer, closer, almost from below. Looking down, Mithmid saw a large fortress guarding a pass in the mountains. On the walls stood one figure only, kneeling with his hands pressed to his head. Beside him lay an empty vial. Mithmid had seen one like it in the Council’s room. 

			“I have come,” Lorleen said. “What is it, Reswen?” 

			Reswen did not move. “We are under attack from the west,” he said. “Crethok of the highlands marches his army against us. With that army marches magic of a kind we cannot understand. Mithmid lies as if dead. Without help, we are lost.” 

			“You were wise to use the calling,” she said. “The Council will meet immediately. Do not fear for Mithmid. The king shall be informed.” 

			She did not mention the liskash. Mithmid understood. Whoever Crethok was, he was, after all, only a mrem. What terror he would know if he learned of the threat from the east as well. And then there came a bolt, fierce, hard, and powerful, flying beyond reason from the east down toward Ar. Mithmid’s mind reeled at its force, and he felt Lorleen’s voice build to a deafening scream. She rose up to meet it, and for a second she halted it. But then she fell away, and with that fall Mithmid was alone.

			He staggered, in a way nobody could ever know. He flitted, or rather bounced, danced and gyrated, his mind in deep pain and wholly out of control. Frantically he worked to stop himself, to make himself stand still, but for a long time he could not. Suddenly he knew he must drive Lorleen out, and as he did so he began the long return.

			When at last he arrived, he sank into his body and collapsed. But then he remembered the bolt, and he forced himself to stand. Shaking and without strength, he looked at the bed. He understood now that Lorleen was dead. 

			He lay down to sleep, but his eyes would not close. Over and over he felt in his mind the power of the bolt that shot through the skies. A shimmering, a murmuring, a soft halo of sound worked its way back and forth across the room, and Mithmid’s head would not stop spinning. Reluctantly, he forced himself to stand.

			He was no longer in Cragsclaw. He found instead he was in his old room at the edge of the palace. Confused, he staggered out into the hall. Perhaps, he hoped more than believed, it had all been some strange dream. But as his strength returned he knew it was not.

			When he left the palace, the guards backed away. Out onto the streets of Ar he stepped, where there, too, anyone who saw him stared for a second then quickly leaped away. He held his hands to his face to see if he had changed. As far as he could see, he hadn’t. 

			Toward him ran a figure out of the dark. Jremm, he saw when it approached. Like the others, the younger mrem stopped when he saw the wizard, but Jremm did not run off. He didn’t seem surprised at his former employer’s presence in Ar. Instead, he walked up to Mithmid and spoke authoritatively. 

			“You must come with me,” he said. “There is deep magic in the city tonight.” 

			“I know,” answered Mithmid. “I can feel it, even as we stand here.” Then he asked, “Why do you stare at me so? Do you see something I can’t?” 

			“Your face,” Jremm said softly. “It...?” 

			“It what?” 

			“It shines, Mithmid. Though not with light.” His voice lowered. “It frightens me. What’s happened to you?” 

			Mithmid shook his head. “Later,” he said, “when the Council is gathered. I will explain then. I am too weak now, and we must deal with this magic.”

			To the north they ran, these two, slowing to a walk only when Mithmid’s legs would no longer carry him faster. At one point Jremm had to carry the wizard, but the older mrem protested so heavily that the other finally let him down. So they made their way slowly through the streets, until at last they stood before an old, unkempt house.

			It shimmered, in pale light-gold and red. Inside were voices, talking in a language Mithmid did not understand. With Jremm he stepped quietly forward, stopping outside an opening. From there he peered inside. 

			The scene froze his soul.

			Two nobles of Ar stood along the north wall. In their hands they held cups filled with a red liquid, but they did not drink from them. On the east wall leaned mrem Mithmid recognized instantly from Jremm’s descriptions of the thief from Arbunda’s Rest. And in the middle of the room, enclosed by a red circle in the shape of a mrem’s eye, a sand-colored mrem robed in shimmering black stood tall and absorbed the pulsing of the light.

			When Mithmid saw it, he knew. He knew that pulsing was the bolt that had flown through the night toward Ar, knew it because he still felt it in himself even now. Staring at the sandfur, he knew as well the enormity of the magician’s strength, because the force of the bolt was sweeping right through him, yet he stood and did not waver. But then he saw Jremm looking at him, eyes open wide, and he turned to the younger mrem and motioned him to silence. 

			“But your face, Mithmid,” Jremm protested. “It pulses, like the sandfur’s. That light shines through you.” 

			Mithmid nodded, but he only turned away. 

			Suddenly a face appeared in the room. Red and gold, pulsing terribly in the red and gold of the light, it formed itself slowly and completely. When at last the pulsing reached its peak, the face turned from the wall and looked across the room. 

			“Liskash,” Mithmid hissed. His ruff rose and his claws sliced at the side of the building. No one inside seemed to hear. 

			Jremm snapped his head toward him. “What did you say?” He did not seem afraid at all. 

			“What do you see?” Mithmid whispered to him. 

			“I see a strong light.” 

			“Nothing else?” 

			Jremm shook his head. “No,” he whispered. “A light has appeared in the room, brighter than the red-and-gold light. But that is all. Why?” 

			Mithmid did not answer. But he understood. Only he and the magician, of all six mrem there, were able to see the face of the liskash. The bolt, of course. It had something to do with the bolt.

			Then the face pulsed harder, and Mithmid’s head throbbed with the pulse. Relentless and powerful, it seemed to be striking out at the magician, but it could not pass through the red lines that glowed on the floor. Standing his ground, the sandfur cried out, and the pulsing slowed to where it had been before.

			“One of the Lords is with us,” he announced to the other mrem. “He wishes to kill you all, just as he wishes for all mrem of Ar to die.” He sneered as he said this, then he continued. “But I control him, and he will not harm you.” He paused. “Unless, of course, you betray me.” 

			Trembling, the thief and the two nobles quickly shook their heads. They were terrified, Mithmid saw, frightened almost beyond their ability to stand up. But they were just as afraid to fall, as if in falling they would lose whatever defenses they had. As if they could possibly defend themselves against the power that pulsed in that room.

			“You know your duties,” the sandfur began again. “Already I have put into motion the fall of the fortress of Cragsclaw. From the west it will be attacked. Even if they fail, it will not matter. In a short time it will also be attacked from the east. It will be so weakened that the castle will easily succumb. When that pass opens, the armies of the east will pour through and march on Ar. Yet no mrem will see them. They will pass through the lands like ghosts in the night, and where they step all mrem will lose their senses in their terror.” He paused, watching the nobles shudder. 

			“When they come to Ar, they will not fight. They will not have to. Before they arrive, you will have the city secured. Even now Gerianan prepares his army for the takeover. When the Lords arrive, they will ensure that he will become king.” 

			“But....” one of the nobles began. But his voice faded in the shimmering light. 

			“But what?” the sandfur demanded. 

			The noble gained control. “Killing the king will accomplish the same thing,” he said. “As soon as Andelemarian dies, Gerianan is king automatically.” 

			“So I thought once,” said the magician. “Draldren died for that purpose. But I was wrong.” He paused, then said slowly, “The princess of Ar is still alive.” 

			The nobles looked at each other. “But the king has mourned her,” one said. 

			“Falsely,” came the reply. “She is alive, and I have felt her presence. But she is blocked from me now, blocked by magic from Ar itself. When the Lords arrive, together we will break through that magic, and Sruss will die.” 

			Suddenly, the pulsing began anew. His head throbbing mercilessly, Mithmid watched as the sandfur stood tall to combat it. Again it reached the lines on the floor, but again the mrem’s eye held it away. 

			Then a light flashed, and the lines on the floor burned away. 

			What followed was a scene both horrible and awesome, a battle of light and of power and of majesty and of supreme ugliness. The face of the liskash contorted and roared, its pulsing light sweeping over the sandfur’s body. From the sandfur’s hands came bolts of white and of black, but neither cut hard through the red and the gold that slowly overcame him. Yet another light pierced through both, and Mithmid saw a soft silver beam cross the room. 

			It danced, this beam. It leaped and it jumped and it writhed and it whirled, and then it stood still and waited for the reds and the golds. When they came, the silver rolled away calmly, then rose back to the ceiling and rhythmically blanketed the room. Soft and sure, it diffused and then concentrated, as the reds and the golds struggled and the whites and the blacks fought their hopeless battle. For a seeming eternity the light-dance went on, and Mithmid could not divert his eyes from the sight. 

			It ended with a scream. The sandfur’s scream. He sank to the floor, the fur on his hands blackened and his arms shaking. Then the golds and the reds closed in on him, reaching for him until they touched his neck. But suddenly a harsh silver bolt struck through them, and they raised themselves to face the source.

			Blinded by the flashes, Mithmid could not see. But he could feel, and what he felt he did not like. Something good was dying, and something evil was dying with it. Music fought against cacophony in his head, as his brain swirled in its pain and its fear. 

			Suddenly, instantly, a force of pure white lit the night. Then all was black. Blinking furiously, Mithmid regained his sight, and looking into the room he saw three mrem lying shaking on the floor. The sandfur was gone, and the face of the liskash was gone as well. But along the south wall, collapsed and burning, Eronucu lay unmoving.

			Mithmid leaped through the opening. Touching Eronucu’s hand, he felt the fiery heat that flowed through the old mrem’s body. When he let go, Eronucu opened his eyes and said, “Go to the Council, Mithmid, and tell them what has happened here. Then go back to Cragsclaw immediately. Do what you can while the Council prepares their defense.” 

			“The healers,” Mithmid cried. “I will get the healers.” 

			“They can do nothing,” Eronucu gasped. “I have been slain by the power of an Eastern Lord. A liskash, Mithmid, has taken from me that which one needs to live. Even as I took the same from it. Even now my heart does not beat. The healers of Ar can do nothing against that.” He paused, then managed a weak smile. “Now go, young friend. You have much to do, and I finally get to rest.”

			Mithmid obeyed. He did not watch the light that had surrounded Eronucu fade. Instead, he grabbed Jremm’s arm and raced back through the city, the pain and the weariness of his body suddenly forgotten in the fear.
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			I am tired, Inla. Tired of fighting, and tired of killing. I have my warriors now, and they are trained, and they are loyal. There are few clansmrem left, fewer than a dozen. Those who follow me are others from the villages, villages that are burned and empty. Talwe prayed as the moon rose in the sky. 

			And somehow I know. The time has come, at long last, to march on Cragsclaw and kill one last time. 

			Crethok, Inla. It is Crethok I must kill. From the city has come a female. She says she has seen Morian, and that the whitefur and Morian are well. She speaks smoothly, and her eyes are strong. But I do not believe her. 

			I cannot.

			If I believe, I will lose the desire to kill. If Morian is well, my hatred of Crethok will lessen. I need hatred, or I cannot overcome my disgust. 

			Help me, Inla. 

			Help me hate. 

			Take me to Cragsclaw. Show me the face of my enemy. And let my claws, not my sword, take his life from his body. 

			Then take his soul, and let it burn in hell.
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			HIS CLOAK WRAPPED around him against the deepening cold, Arklier sat hugging his knees. He listened to his brother commanding a mrem not to let anyone interrupt them, and as always he became disgusted at the tone of the order. Thinking back briefly to their youth, he wondered how even his brother, who had never been especially kind, could have grown even this entirely disrespectful. 

			Since the coming of the magician, Crethok had changed. 

			That magician, Cwinyd. Arklier did not trust him, could not even bring himself to deal with him. Cwynid had offered to make him ClanMrem, and more. He had not believed the magic-user, but clearly his brother did. For a time he had considered warning Crethok against meddling with magicians, but in the end he had chosen not to. He had expected that a couple of short encounters would be enough to convince his brother not to trust a magician. Somehow, that never happened. 

			Peorlias had told the two of them of the dangers of magic. Their father had said magic had no place in the High Lands. All it did was to give a false sense of power, a notion of self-importance far beyond what was real. All magic, even the magic that actually worked, was only illusory, illusory not in the sense of falseness, but rather because it played falsely on the mind. 

			It was not, in a word, real. And to the mrem of the highlands, survival depended on knowing the real. 

			Arklier suspected that Peorlias himself had once known how to fight magic. But always he had been afraid to ask, and now, with his father dead, it was too late. 

			He hoped that this meeting with Crethok was not too late as well. 

			Cwinyd was with them, despite Arklier’s demands that he stay away. Crethok insisted on the magician’s presence, explaining that Cwinyd was his advisor and that he did nothing without his advice. At this Arklier had only been able to shake his head, knowing that his brother’s mind was set and could not be changed. Without Cwinyd, the meeting would not take place.

			But the magician was not as Arklier had expected. He waited for the smiles, the slight mockery, the calmness and mastery of voice, but none of these appeared. In their place was a face that was hardened and bitter, a mrem whose age was suddenly many more years than he had suspected. The mrem Arklier had seen before was young. The magician who sat before him now looked old. His fur and whiskers were suddenly graying, his coat had lost its glow. And from time to time, over his eyes, passed a wave of increasing pain.

			Whatever this meeting would be, Arklier knew it would not be pleasant. He had asked his brother to meet him, to discuss the problem of their rivalry. The winter had come early, and it had promised to be hard, and the clan had suffered far too much already. In the villages the food supply was short, while in the wilds too many mrem were off raiding and the hunting was disastrous. If Crethok and Arklier did not settle their differences, their clan and others might be decimated before the coming of spring.

			Crethok had agreed to meet. But he had promised nothing. Now they sat in Crethok’s tent in Arklier’s camp. Crethok took his place near the tent’s entrance, while Cwinyd sat on the south wall. Still hugging his knees together and shivering in the cold, Arklier waited for his brother to start. 

			When he did, his tone was acid. 

			“You have come here to surrender,” Crethok announced. “I am pleased you have begun to understand.” Arklier saw the smile, then closed his eyes and let his head fall. 

			At last he raised it and replied, “I do not wish to surrender, Crethok. Nor do I wish to argue. We have, I fear, a great deal to discuss.” 

			Crethok laughed. “Yes,” he said, “a great deal indeed. First, we must discuss who will become ClanMrem. Then, we must discuss what role you will perform in my service. Finally, we will talk of where you will spend your remaining years.” 

			Arklier looked at Cwinyd, but the magician’s face wore no expression. Then he returned his gaze to his brother, who sat with his legs crossed, a mocking smile on his face. Realizing he had to bring this talk under control, he rubbed his hands over his face and slowly began to speak. 

			“If we fight, Crethok,” he said tonelessly, “we lose all. The winter is harsh, and the clan is in danger. Neither of us wants to be ClanMrem over a clan that no longer exists.” Knowing that Crethok waited for weakness, his voice allowed no opportunity for dispute. If Crethok would not be reasonable, Arklier would have to be unrelenting.

			“Our villages have been hit hard,” he continued, “and the outposts are surrendering to the winter and to the raiders from outlawed tribes. The scouts tell tales of a dark-furred mrem who strikes against Sleisher’s towers, and they fear he will turn against them. The scouts say that the darkfur is moving southeast against the villages in the foothills, but already the clan is frightened. And if the winter goes on without a break in the cold, we both know we could see some of our villages die.” He paused, then looked at his brother. “That, Crethok, is why I sent for you.”

			Crethok stared at him, then stroked his face. “It is well known,” he said, “that Arklier is a liar. You come bearing news that I do not wish to hear, and you expect me to believe you. The simple fact is, Arklier, that my warriors are doing well, while yours are failing. Who is to say what will happen, if I am to become ClanMrem?” 

			Angrily, Arklier spat, “Will you stop worrying about who the ClanMrem will be? Start thinking, for once, about the good of the clan. That, my brother, is the ClanMrem’s only true concern.” 

			Pointing his finger, Crethok countered, “My victories are the clan’s concern,” he said. “When I conquer Cragsclaw, the clan will prosper. That, Arklier, is all that matters.” 

			A third voice interrupted. “If I may be allowed a suggestion,” Cwinyd said casually, “I believe I could help.” Arklier looked at him and felt the fur on his neck bristle with suspicion, but he could think of no reason to deny him. 

			“I allow it,” he said, and Crethok agreed by nodding his head.

			“There is no reason,” the magician said, “not to consider joining forces. Perhaps only for the duration of the winter, because then the clan must choose between you in any event. If you join together, you can save your villages.” 

			This, of course, made sense, at least to Arklier. In fact, it was the reason he had summoned his brother in the first place. He wondered for a moment if Crethok could possibly object to the idea, but then he remembered that his brother’s habit was to reject any plan that did not place him firmly in charge. What must happen next, Arklier knew, was that the responsibility would have to be divided. Here, Crethok would not surrender. 

			“We move on Cragsclaw,” Crethok said. “From that plan I will not sway.” 

			“Nor need you,” came Cwinyd’s calm voice. “That is a task both of you should undertake. Sleisher will fight hard, and he will fight long if necessary. One of you will not defeat him alone.”

			Crethok whipped his head toward the magician, and as he spoke his eyes flared. “You have changed, Cwinyd,” he said sharply. “Earlier you advised me to take Cragsclaw by myself.” 

			“Earlier,” Cwinyd replied, “Cragsclaw was weaker.” 

			Arklier interrupted. “How is it stronger now, Cwinyd? What has happened?” 

			Cwinyd smiled. “Simply this,” he said. “There are rumors of help for Cragsclaw from the king of Ar. And there are rumors, too, that the dark-furred raider has made a pact with Sleisher and will not attack him any longer. Finally, Cragsclaw has magic.” 

			“Magic!” Crethok exclaimed. “From where?” 

			“I do not know,” replied the magician. “But I sense that a magician is there even now. If not, then my own magic has failed.”

			No magician, Arklier knew, would admit to that. Not, at least, in front of one he controlled. And Crethok, it was becoming clear, was fully and firmly controlled by this mysterious mrem. How that had come about, Arklier wanted greatly to find out. 

			Crethok spat on the ground. “I do not want my brother’s help,” he said to the sandfur. “I have come this far without it. I do not need it now.” 

			“You’re wrong,” Arklier announced. “You need my help, Crethok, and I need yours. The only difference between us is that I am willing to admit it.” 

			Crethok’s voice grew angry. “The difference is greater than that,” he protested. 

			Cwinyd stood up. “The differences scarcely matter,” he said. “What matters is the clan, as both of you have already said. The season has been spent raiding; there will not be enough food for all. The clan’s safety, from now on, depends on Sleisher’s defeat. Even worse, with help of the king of Ar, Sleisher will be able at last to take his army into the highlands.” 

			At this, there was silence. For a long time the three said nothing, none looking at the others and none moving at all. Cwinyd’s words had cut through Arklier’s thoughts. He refused to believe everything the magician had said, but something in the sandfur’s voice commanded respect. He wondered briefly if the fall of Cragsclaw was as important to the clan as Cwinyd had said, yet that was something he simply did not know. If Cwinyd was wrong, Arklier could not understand how. 

			The son of the ClanMrem raised his head and announced, “I agree with Cwinyd. We must join our warriors together, Crethok, and march on Cragsclaw as a united clan.” Looking at his brother, he saw Crethok’s head slowly lift. 

			Crethok nodded, but he did not speak.

			The magician spoke for him. “Let it be known,” he said, “that Crethok and Arklier will lead the clan against Lord Sleisher of Cragsclaw. And let it also be known,” he added, “that the sons of Peorlias have put aside their differences, that if a mrem of the highlands speaks against one, he speaks against the other as well.”

			Arklier stood. He had gotten what he wanted, but somehow he felt that something still was very wrong. He wondered if he could trust his brother, but finally resolved that the good of the clan must come first. “Yes,” he said. “Let those things be known.” 

			Again, Crethok simply nodded. 

			

•



			“What’s going on?” Crethok demanded, looking up sharply at the figure who stood before him. “Why did you give him precisely what he wanted?” 

			The magician sighed. “Partly,” he said, “because you need him. The other part, my friend, is much more complex.” 

			“And I cannot understand. Is that what you mean?” 

			Cwinyd nodded. “Yes, Crethok,” he replied. “That is what I mean. If it matters to you, I will tell you that even I scarcely understand. Let us say only that the Lords have decided he must accompany us.” He paused. “They want an attack,” he explained at length, “and they want it to succeed.” 

			He studied the clansmrem’s eyes and shook his head. “You, Crethok, cannot succeed by yourself.”

			Crethok rose to his feet. “You have changed, Cwinyd,” he said. “You say now what you would have denied before.” He looked at the floor. “When you first came to me, you convinced me that I was strong. That I would not need my brother’s help. That I could fight Sleisher and Arklier both at the same time. What has happened, Cwinyd? How have I changed?” 

			The sandfur put his hand on Crethok’s shoulder. “You have not changed,” he said. “I have.” When the clansmrem did not reply, he said, “I have come to understand much better what the Eastern Lords are after. I know now what I must do to accomplish our ends.” 

			Filled with disbelief and distrust, Crethok simply looked away. Then he lifted the magician’s hand from his shoulder and let it drop. As soon as he did so he wiped at that shoulder as if scrubbing away a stain. He was far from caring if Cwinyd even noticed.
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			In the night Arklier dreamed. At first the dreams were kind, joyful even, in their memories of his father, but as the night went on they turned from dream to nightmare. The beautiful women of the dreams turned to liskash in the nightmare, their skin suddenly scales as the ClanMrem stroked them gently with his hands. Liskash again stared at him from behind, as he turned to face the horror of an army turned reptile. And finally, in utter terror, he awoke, feeling the crawling of millions of tiny reptiles as they slithered on his skin and tore the veins from his body. When he woke, his teeth were clenched in fear. 

			But he sat up and took a deep breath, and shaking his head he refused to believe. He had heard once that dreams are like magic, that dreams can work only if they are believed. Magic or dream, the visions of the night demanded that belief, and with sheer force of will Arklier fought them back. When the light of morning appeared he sighed deeply. His skills would be needed, and the sleepless night had left him exhausted.

			In that morning, with the wind mercifully still in the cold air high in the mountains, the warriors of the highlands marched sharply down the hillside and eastward along the foothills. Where they went, no mrem doubted. To the east lay Cragsclaw. 
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			“Together they will be strong,” said the voice. “Against Cragsclaw, such strength will be needed.”

			Cwinyd lay in the darkness, his open eyes staring at nothing at all. He could see nothing, and even if he could he would have recognized nothing he saw. When the voice entered his brain, all his strength went toward listening. Fierce and cold, the voice disarmed him. He knew he must work to keep his guard, for if he did not the power behind that voice would shred his mind.

			But the guarding spells took strength, more strength than he thought he had. For almost a month he had found sleep nearly impossible, so that his fatigue was reaching a frightening level. Without sleep he could not replenish himself, and every spell he cast seemed to drain more blood from his body.

			He had lost the female. At other times, he would have sought her until he found her, then ravaged her mind and her body until she died in her own terror, then sought out the gods to take her soul into hell. But he had no strength to find her, and the Lords did not give him the time. Sometime soon she would pay for escaping him, he promised himself. It gave him no satisfaction.

			When the Lords have made him a king, he kept repeating to himself, but more and more he doubted they would leave it at that. Repeatedly now he wondered about the pact he had made with them. What they had promised was strong, and he would give his being again to gain the supreme power owed him. They had helped when his own power had been insufficient, but at many other times they drained him of whatever strength he possessed. If they did not release him soon, he would almost certainly die. Then they would owe him nothing. 

			Amid a flaring pain that started between his eyes and spread until he was half-blind, a voice boomed inside Cwynid’s head. 

			“You will attack Cragsclaw,” the voice demanded, “on the fourth morning following this day. It will not surrender, because you do not have the strength. When the attack fails, you must put the fortress under siege, and wait for the forces of the east.” 

			“Siege?” Cwinyd said aloud. Then, only with his mind, “We have no resources for a siege. We have too few mrem, and far too few supplies. And it is winter.” 

			The voice replied, “In winter, the siege will have greater effect. Cragsclaw will receive no food from outside.” 

			“It doesn’t have to,” the magician shot back. “It has its food already stored. All Sleisher need do is wait until we die.” 

			The voice answered harshly. “Cragsclaw’s supplies are diminished,” it said. “Two things have occurred. A raider from the grasslands has disrupted the caravan routes, and the winter has arrived early. You have aided both.” 

			Cwinyd sat up sharply. “Aided both?” he asked aloud. “How?” 

			But the voice did not answer. 

			“We will get you back your plaything,” the voice promised suddenly—even, almost amused. “For we have a use for it.” The image of the village girl he had enchanted hovered a few inches before Cwynid’s face. 

			“Use her? In what way?” the wizard demanded, feeling somehow as if they were taking something from him. 

			Instead of answering the voice hissed, “You are in our service, furred parasite. Do not forget that. We hold, as always, your being in our hands.” It paused, then added sternly, “Make what plans you need. But be at Cragsclaw on time.” There was a burst of unbearable pain, every hair on the wizard’s neck and tail stood straight out, and then it was gone. He collapsed in a heap, unable to even crawl to the bed. 

			As the red haze left behind by the pain cleared, Cwynid knew he would obey. He would be on time. 

			He had to be.
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			“Sleep, Talwe. Sleep.” 

			Felior looked at the darkfur, and thought of their recent mating. So intense he had been, so unwilling at first even to touch her, and when he had fallen off her and into sleep she saw tears streaming from his eyes. But she thought she saw, too, the muscles in his forehead at last begin to loosen. As he dropped into sleep, he looked for a moment at peace among the thick pile of sleeping furs.

			The band was camped in a series of caves halfway up a mountain. The snow line started just a few paces above the entrance to this cave. A fire burned in the entrance. Outside she could hear Paralan training the new recruits. It promised to be a hard winter, and more and more homeless villagers joined every day, attracted by Talwe’s restraint in dealing with the remaining villages and his growing reputation for repeatedly outwitting Keth Sleisher. She shook her head. Even at peace, Talwe seemed ready to jump up and take command. It was as if his mind never rested or his thoughts gave him no peace.

			Talking with him was torture. He would mutter rather than speak, and often he would smile crookedly in an acknowledgement of what she said. Very occasionally he would try to explain himself to her, but no sooner would he start than he would simply narrow his eyes and look toward the east. Then he would snarl, and his claws would start to show.

			Once he had mentioned a name, and that name was Morian. But he said nothing about her, only enough to let a cloud pass his eyes and block him from her once more. Never once did he mention Sruss, and Felior wondered at this. She had been told by the Council that the princess had claimed she knew him well. 

			Somehow, she knew that Sruss had told the truth. Talwe, for whatever reason, had blocked the Dancer from his mind. 

			Now he slept. And when she looked down at him, she smiled. 
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			“Warriors,” Paralan said. “Approaching from the west.” 

			Felior nodded. “I will tell Talwe,” she said, “as soon as he awakens.” 

			Starting, Paralan said, “Awakens? We don’t have time to wait for him to wake up.” He stared into her eyes. “These are warriors,” he said, “and they will not be friendly. We need orders, and we need them now.” 

			“How far away are they?” she asked. 

			“Not far. They will arrive before morning.” 

			She nodded. “How many?” 

			“We’re not certain,” came the reply. “We don’t even know whom they belong to, Cragsclaw or the highlands. Our lookouts are finding out now.” 

			“Then I’ll wait,” she said, “until we know.” 

			Paralan felt himself growing angry. “We don’t have time to wait,” he repeated harshly. “We have to get ready.” 

			“Then get them ready,” Felior shot back. “Talwe has not slept for days. He is asleep now. I will not wake him.” 

			Paralan felt his eyes burning, but he knew he could do nothing. He stared hard at the young enchantress, wondering if she had cast a spell on their leader. But then he turned away and began organizing the mrem. They had to be ready to either fight or flee. He would have to deal with this female soon. Not yet, though. After the darkfur wakened, he would tell him of her refusal. Until then, he would take her advice. For the first time, he alone would ready the warriors.
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			SARKARIEN LED well, but Sruss did not like him. 

			For one thing, he marched his soldiers much too slowly. Cragsclaw lay many miles from Ar, and time was short. Sruss followed the army wondering if they would ever arrive.

			For another, he had none of Talwe’s fire. Not that she had really expected it of him, but after spending so much time traveling with the darkfur she was finding adjustment difficult. Exasperating though the grasslander had been, he had also been unpredictable, filled with an intensity she could barely understand. Even before they had discovered Morian’s fate, that intensity had been there; Cwinyd’s crime had merely magnified it. Now, suddenly, there was Sarkarien, and Sruss could scarcely believe his sheer lack of concern.

			This wasn’t fair, of course. Sarkarien was concerned. He simply didn’t show it. But Sruss had grown impatient, and the army’s every stop grated on her nerves. Why, she wondered silently, couldn’t they just keep marching?

			Lastly, she despised Sarkarien’s treatment of her and Morian. From the outset he had made clear his displeasure at their company, and as each day passed he transformed that displeasure into a combination of disgust and indifference. Often she had tried to engage him in conversation, but he would draw himself away from her after only a short exchange. Wanting nothing more than reassurance that they were moving on Cragsclaw as quickly as possible, she found his aloofness infuriating. 

			To make matters worse, aloofness had also overtaken Morian. Since that night in front of Ar, when the two women had wept together to free Morian’s soul, an impossible bond had linked them. Linked them, that is, until they had left Ar with Sarkarien’s army. The moment that happened, Morian had drawn away. By day she walked silently, sullenly, keeping her place as if marching in her sleep. By night, and this was worse, she wept continually. No sobs came from her, but three times Sruss had awakened and watched the tears flow from her eyes. 

			Between Sarkarien’s indifference and Morian’s new depression, Sruss’ stomach constantly rebelled. Unable to sleep, and almost unable to eat, she felt hopeless and sick. Something, she knew, would have to be done soon. 

			The sun descended on a cold world that night, and as Sruss watched her tent being pitched she knew no fire would keep her warm. To her left she saw Sarkarien ordering his scouts to move to the north and east, and to her right she saw Morian make her slow way toward the tent. All around her the army cast themselves down around the fires that lighted the darkness, and she could tell from their movements that they were unmistakably tired. Why was it, she wondered, that she felt no fatigue at all?

			For several minutes she sat outside the tent, drawing her cloak around her. Closer to the fire she edged, until finally she could feel its heat against her face. A soldier turned and looked at her, but when he smiled she simply turned her head. Welcome though she would be, she had no desire to become one of their number.

			Suddenly she heard Morian’s voice. Soft and melodic, it came from inside the tent. Sruss glanced around to see if anyone else had noticed it, and when she saw they hadn’t she rose and headed away from the fire. By the time she reached the tent, the voice had turned from sighs to tears.

			She opened the flap. Before her, lying on the ground, Morian slept fitfully. Her head rolled, and her hands wandered her body. She was fully dressed, yet she moaned with her touch. 

			Sruss watched, enchanted and appalled. All through their stay in Ar, Morian had shown no signs of relapse, but suddenly her aloofness on the grasslands came clear. As they went further and further from Ar, and drew closer and closer to Cragsclaw, the lingering effects of Cwinyd’s macabre spell began to make themselves known. Whether or not Cwinyd himself knew it, Morian was once again his. 

			And this time Morian’s pleasure was great. 

			Sruss strode over and shook her. “Wake up,” she ordered, but it did little good. Morian half-opened her eyes for a time, then closed them and moaned even louder. Again Sruss shook her, and again Morian simply slipped back further. Finally the Dancer slapped the grasslander’s face, and with a piercing hiss Morian bared her teeth and aimed claws at the whitefur’s face. 

			Rolling back, Sruss jumped and landed on all fours. Morian was on her in an instant, her claws raking the Dancer’s back even through the thickness of the cloak. A high-pitched shriek escaped Sruss’s mouth, as with a jerk she rolled away once more. She started to rise, but as she took a step she felt Morian’s body tackle her from behind. With a grunt she hit the ground, her head and shoulders now outside the tent, and when she looked up she saw Sarkarien standing above her. 

			Again she felt the grasslander’s claws, this time slicing the muscles of her calves. Kicking and hissing, she tried to break free, but Morian’s grip seemed to strengthen with each blow. At last she felt Morian’s teeth in her leg, and with the force of the bite she began to scream.

			Sarkarien leaped into the tent. In an instant Sruss felt the pressure leave her legs, and she pulled them out of the tent. They bled from the calves, and were numb with cold and with pain, and she pulled them to her and began to massage them with her hands. But then she heard the sounds of fighting from inside the tent, and trying to forget the pain she crawled back inside. 

			What she saw she would not soon forget. Sarkarien lay in the middle of the floor, his legs twitching and his arms beating down on the ground. On top of him knelt Morian, her hands pressed hard against the soldier’s throat. Her legs useless, Sruss pulled herself toward the scene, and with a cry of pain she flung her arm out toward Morian’s leg.

			Her claws pierced flesh, and the leg snapped away. Lunging forward, Sruss caught the woman’s right arm and held it with all her strength. At long last Morian’s arm loosened its grip from Sarkarien’s throat, and in that instant the Dancer braced herself and pulled as hard as she could. The grasslander plummeted down at her side, and Sruss clubbed her hard on the side of the head. With a whimper, Morian passed into unconsciousness. 

			Sruss rose to her knees and crawled to Sarkarien. He lay still, his face covered with blood. Wiping his body clean with his cloak, Sruss saw the wound she knew could not heal. Morian’s claws had ripped his throat, and the Dancer understood that what blood pumped now would not pump long. Already he was unconscious; in minutes he would die. 

			Shaking with pain, she rose to her feet. She stumbled, step by step, toward the opening of the tent. Outside, she called for help, pointing toward the tent as the soldiers came. Then she fell to the ground, and as her eyes went dark she felt the bile rise from her stomach. For a long time, she knew nothing more.

			

•



			When Sruss woke, the sun was high in the cold sky, and the noise from outside pierced almost through her. Shaking against the frigid air, squinting to calm the throb in her head, she stood and walked to the flap of the tent. When she opened it, she could hardly believe what she saw. 

			Not ten paces from the door, an officer stood shouting at a small group of warriors. With his hands he pointed to where he wanted them to go, and with their hands they tried to argue with him. Louder and louder the voices grew, until at last all the mrem were simply shouting at one another. Sruss stepped outside and around to the back of the tent, where she stood and watched a similar exchange among three of Sarkarien’s officers. Far to her right, a band of warriors waited restively, while to her left over forty milled about, waiting (it seemed) to be told what to do. 

			Never once had she thought of Sarkarien as a good leader. Now, she wasn’t so certain. Without him, Andelemarian’s army was completely without direction. Obviously, Sarkarien had never appointed a successor. Had he died in battle, the army would certainly have been destroyed. Maybe, she thought, maybe he understood that. 

			She shivered again. It was cold, this air, even though they were not yet near the mountains. To the east she saw a gathering of clouds high over the peaks, while to the west the grasslands stretched toward Ar. She thought for a moment of her father, and then she wondered about young Mithmid. And then her mind turned to the memory of the night gone by. 

			Morian. Where was she? 

			Sruss limped toward the officers. When they saw her they stopped arguing, turning to her and waiting for her to talk. The way they stared at her, the way they expected her to say something they must listen to, forced her to realize how desperate these mrem truly were. With that realization came another, and the words she spoke surprised her far more than they surprised them. 

			“Bring me Morian,” she said to the tallest of the three. Then, to the shortest, she announced quietly, “I will take charge. Go tell the officers to meet outside Sarkarien’s tent. Tell the warriors to sit and wait.” 

			“You?” said the third. “Surely this is a joke!” 

			Sruss stared into his eyes. “It is no joke,” she replied sternly. “I will take charge of the army, for I am its rightful commander.” 

			The mrem snorted. “Rightful commander?” he raised his voice. “There is only one rightful commander, woman. The king of Ar.” 

			“Yes,” she answered. “Or, in his absence, another of the royal family.” 

			With a puzzled look the officer said, “Gerianan is not here.” 

			She nodded slowly. “That is true,” she said. “But he is not the worthiest of the royal family of Ar. There is another.” 

			“There was one,” he replied, “but she is dead.” 

			Sruss smiled. “No,” she said. “The daughter of the king is still alive. She was hidden, but now can enjoy that luxury no longer.” She pointed with her arm and ordered, “Go tell the warriors that Sruss, now a Daughter of Ar and White Dancer of the Wilds, walks alive among them. And tell them also that she will lead them in Sarkarien’s place.” 

			She stood tall as she spoke, and the officer’s eyes opened wide. But when she stopped she shrank again, and her fur darkened once more, and she saw in the officer a look of doubt as sad as any look she’d ever seen. 

			“I am Sruss,” she said softly. “But I have no proof, other than my story and this dye which must wear off. Come with me and hear it.” She paused. “Then you may speak your mind.” 

			As she turned and walked away, she put her hands to her head. She had failed to convince them. They probably thought her a traitor. The pain in her legs throbbed, and she wondered why the officer didn’t bury a knife in her back. 
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			Berrilund sat with his hands folded in front of him, the folds of his pale gold robe cascading over the floor beside his chair. Slouched down in his seat, his back curved up to where his neck bent sharply forward. His chin rested on his chest, and his eyes were closed.

			Beside him, Sthon licked his hands and ran them through his beard. His eyes were open, and his eyebrows met sharply at a furrow in the middle of his brow. Occasionally he inhaled deeply, then sighed with the exhale and began to grind his teeth. Whenever anyone spoke, he acknowledged it with a slight tilt of his head. 

			On Borlin’s crimson robes, the aegel brooch gleamed brilliantly in the soft torchlight. His eyes were closed, and his head nodded in time to an unsung song.

			The others, Jremm knew, were equally tired, equally concerned, and equally frustrated. Since the deaths of Eronucu and Lorleen, the Council had managed to do nothing. What it clearly needed, was a new leader. But in both of the Council sessions he had been permitted to attend, none of the Council members had even mentioned the leadership. He assumed there was something holding them back, but as their newest and least skilled member he was hesitant to comment.

			“We can’t just sit here,” Sorilia protested for the third time. Her light gray eyes matched her robe perfectly, and Jremm could scarcely look at her without feeling his heart stir. Not that he had forgotten Rennilan—who could forget Rennilan?—but lately he had met women who had begun to threaten her place. First there was Morian. Then the beautiful Sruss. And now Sorilia. He hadn’t met Felior. But Mithmid had told him she was even more lovely. How, he wondered, did the Council-mrem get anything done at all? 

			For one thing, they were old. For another, the males and females numbered equally. For a third, they seemed to despise each other.

			He had noticed that during his first meeting. Berrilund had arranged for him to replace the departed Mithmid, and when he walked through the door to the chamber he had been greeted by stares of both disapproval and open hatred. He was not welcome, that was clear enough, but if that was so he wondered why they had allowed him to attend. Probably, he reasoned now, nobody had the power to refuse Berrilund’s request. Right now, in perhaps its time of greatest need, the Council had no leaders. 

			But still they refused to discuss that issue. They sat around the scratched table in the half-filled storeroom and watched the oil lamp flicker. When some evil force manifested in Ar itself, they defended the city. But no more. And that often after hours of heated debate. Lately the intrusions had come more often. 

			“What would you have us do, Sorilia?” Gaelor’s harsh voice demanded. Jremm feared her, but he did not dislike her. Despite her gruffness, he suspected she possessed great perceptiveness. 

			Sorilia stood. “Look around you!” she almost shouted. “Ar is threatened, perhaps by a force we can’t even begin to understand. Did you hear Mithmid’s tale—and Jremm’s (she nodded toward him)—of the passing of Eronucu and Lorleen? There is power gathering in the east, and it’s on its way here. I repeat, we can’t just sit here.” 

			“Nor,” Borlin cut in, “can we walk out of the palace and bow toward the east and make it go away.” He motioned for Sorilia to sit, and she assented. “What we need, Sorilia, is a focus. We need some way to channel our powers. Together. Because if Eronucu and Lorleen fell so easily, we will as well.” 

			She stood again. “Not necessarily,” she argued. “Eronucu was alone, and Lorleen was far below her normal strength. She wasn’t even fighting while inside her body.” Looking around, she placed her palms on the table and leaned forward. “We have to decide now,” she resumed, “how we will combat this force that threatens Ar. We have to pool our strength, not sit here and argue about it.” 

			Gaelor’s rough voice filled the room. “You don’t understand what you’re saying,” she said. “What do you suggest we do? Put our foreheads together and chant some spell of joining? Don’t you think we’ve thought of all this already? Don’t you think we would combine our abilities if we knew the best way to do so?”

			She stared at Sorilia, then at Jremm, and then at Sorilia again. “Look at us, mrem,” she insisted. “Look around you at the faces in this room.” She waited while Sorilia did so. “Now tell me you see no concern, no fear, no striving to know what must be done. What do you think we do during these meetings? Wait for our leaders to order us around?” She almost spat as she leaned back in her chair. 

			“There are no leaders,” Jremm interjected impetuously. 

			At this, Berrilund’s eyes opened. Even Borlin managed a short grunt. Lanalia leaned toward the young mrem and put her hand on his shoulder. 

			“The leadership is not to be spoken of,” she said softly. “Not for a year.” Her voice became a whisper. “Not until we are certain that the leaders are gone.” 

			Jremm shook his head and sighed. “Isn’t that a bit hopeless?” he asked. “Eronucu’s dead, and so is Lorleen. I saw Eronucu die, and Mithmid saw them both die. What more certainty do you need?” 

			Lanalia smiled. “Seeing death does not make it certain,” she replied. “There are seeming deaths. Perhaps the deaths we speak of were simply those.” 

			His frustration growing, Jremm argued back. “But that doesn’t change the fact that we need....” 

			“Silence!” It was Sthon’s voice, and it shocked the young mrem. “You do not understand, Jremm. Berrilund should not have insisted you come here. It is hard enough to understand in times of peace and prosperity. Understanding is impossible in times of crisis.” 

			“Maybe that’s our problem,” Sorilia broke in. “Maybe we’re trying too hard to understand, and not trying hard enough to do anything. Besides, what is there to understand? Jremm’s right. We need leaders.” 

			He didn’t remember actually saying that. 

			“We cannot elect new leaders,” Lanalia insisted. 

			“We have to!” Sorilia countered. 

			Berrilund cleared his throat. “There are traditions, Jremm. And Sorilia. Traditions that come from Ar’s distant past. From the Council of the Three’s beginnings. We can’t just ignore those traditions now. Ar has been threatened before.” 

			Jremm interrupted again. “But has it ever been threatened when the Council was without leaders?” 

			Gaelor’s eyes shot toward him. “He’s right,” she announced. “That’s what we’ve been missing.” She paused to think, then said, “No matter what the danger, the Council of Wizards has always had leadership. The Council has lost leaders before, but never during a crisis.” She smiled. 

			“Perhaps,” Berrilund spoke. “But that was then. And obeying the tradition, we have no leaders, despite the crisis.” 

			“Then we will elect some,” Gaelor announced. “This very day.” 

			Lanalia shot to her feet. “We can’t!” she snapped. 

			“We have to, damn it!” Sorilia shot back. “Can’t you see that? Or is your love for your husband overriding your concern for the city?” 

			Eronucu’s widow moved toward her, but Jremm held her back. Of course. He had forgotten that Lanalia had been the co-leader’s wife. Still, he wondered if that had made any difference. 

			“Unfair,” Sthon replied slowly. “And completely uncalled for. I suggest you owe her an apology, Sorilia.” 

			Sorilia nodded. “I’m sorry,” she said hesitantly. “My words were badly chosen. But I still insist that we need leadership.” 

			“And what of tradition?” Lanalia asked bitterly. 

			Borlin sat up in his chair. “If we don’t act now, Lanalia,” he said gently, “there will be no further tradition. I don’t like spurning tradition any more than you do, but I can see no other choice. There is too much at stake.” 

			“I suppose,” Lanalia conceded, “this would be as the co-leaders would have wished.” Her voice was quiet now, and Jremm thought he saw her quiver. 

			“I doubt it,” Gaelor disagreed. “Both were tied strongly to the past. But what they would want isn’t important now, Lanalia. All that matters is Ar’s safety. We can’t wait any longer.”

			Jremm saw an opportunity to speak up. “If I might suggest something,” he spoke softly, almost afraid to be noticed. When Berrilund and Sorilia nodded, he continued, “Since the time for choosing co-leaders has not yet come, and yet since we need leaders desperately (he detected a smile on Berlin’s face at his use of ‘we’), why not elect interim leaders? These will have all the respect—and all the responsibility—afforded the regular co-leaders, but they will agree to relinquish the leadership should one or both of the former leaders reappear. That way, we satisfy both tradition and crisis.” He sat back, pleased with the sophistication and the rhetorical strength of his short speech. 

			But nobody smiled. Oh, fish offal, Jremm thought. Had he just blown the whole thing? The next seconds of silence lasted at least ten years. 

			“He speaks well,” said Lanalia at last. “I would cast my vote to accept this method.” 

			“As would I,” nodded Sthon. “His suggestion has both logos and pathos on its side, to say nothing of a healthy dose of ethos. As a pedagogue, I see great value in such things. As a wizard, I see even greater value.”

			Sorilia leaned forward. “Are we agreed?” she asked. When all nodded their assent, she said, “I request that we consider Lanalia as female co-leader. By electing her, we cherish Eronucu’s leadership even further.” 

			“And I nominate Sthon as male co-leader,” said Jremm. He thought this was a nice conclusion to the admiration the old mrem had shown him. 

			Sthon cleared his throat. “And I as hastily decline,” he said. Turning to Jremm, he rubbed his hand across his cheek and said, “As a rhetorician you show promise.” He paused. “But as a politician you have much to learn. I am neither fit nor eager to lead. And you are not yet qualified to cast nominations or votes.” 

			Jremm sank back in his chair, his tail fluffed with embarrassment. 

			“That leaves either me or Berrilund,” said Borlin. “And I don’t want the leadership. I cast my nomination toward Berrilund. And I approve Sorilia’s motion.” 

			Berrilund stood up. “I will accept the leadership, even by a rather hasty acclamation. But we have not considered one of the women.” He turned to Gaelor. “You have been slighted,” he said, “and yet you have said nothing. Do you accept Sorilia’s request so easily?” 

			Gaelor breathed deeply. “As you know, Berrilund, I did not like Lorleen. But I have nothing against Eronucu’s widow, and indeed I held Eronucu himself in the deepest respect. I am older than she, and I am no longer spry. Still, I wish to suggest a further qualification.” She waited, then continued, “Neither Sorilia nor Felior has been considered, and neither has Mithmid. The latter has not been a Council member long enough, perhaps, but the young women have. Sorilia has requested Lanalia, but that does not disqualify her, nor does it suggest that she is not interested. And Felior isn’t even here.” 

			“My request was sincere,” Sorilia interrupted. “I would have Lanalia and Berrilund lead us.” 

			“And Felior?” Gaelor asked. 

			“I don’t know,” the young woman replied. “But she isn’t here, and we must choose now. I don’t think we have a choice.” 

			Gaelor nodded. “You’re right. But I hope we aren’t making a mistake.” 

			The ceremony was short, and Jremm found it strangely unsatisfying. Yet when it was over, the Council of Wizards had new co-leaders. And even though their first act of office was to invite Jremm into the Council as a full member, still he couldn’t shake the feeling that something had gone badly wrong. Perhaps it was true, as the old folk tales said, that haste was the greatest danger of all. In the end, the Council resolved to prepare for Ar’s defense, and to monitor closely the workings of Felior and Mithmid. Jremm was assigned to watch the movements of Gerianan, and he sighed as he left the chamber at last. Somehow he had thought that the Council would free him from spying, but instead it had voted unanimously in support of his talents. As destinies went, he thought as he stepped into the streets, being a spy wasn’t a particularly pleasant one, but it seemed to be his.
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			Mithmid lay on his cot in the dark, working his mind outward from Cragsclaw. Ever since the magical flight with Lorleen, he had longed to repeat it, but so far he had found himself with neither the strength nor the courage. Yet, since his talks with Lord Sleisher he realized that he would have to do something, and he reasoned that tonight was a good time to start. 

			Start what, though? That was the problem.

			Oh, there was no doubt that Cragsclaw was in danger, but exactly what kind of danger Sleisher refused to make clear. He had been frightened enough to not question how Mithmid had gotten to Ar and returned in the time it takes to make the trip to Ar alone. Mithmid knew of the problems to the west; he could sense Sleisher’s concern for his son’s battles with the highland raiders, and he understood well the danger of siege. But he felt, too, that something else bothered the Lord of Cragsclaw—something even worse than the hazards facing his son. If he hadn’t known the old noble better, he would have said the mrem was terrified. 

			Terrified of Cragsclaw itself.

			This didn’t make sense, of course. There was no reason for Cragsclaw’s lord to be afraid of his own fortress. But Mithmid saw that fear in his eyes, saw it every time he mentioned the dangers outside, saw it when those eyes scanned the ground at his feet, as they almost constantly did. It was a fear, he suspected, of something not understood, a thing that could not be seen. He suspected this because such fear was the worst fear possible. 

			Now, he let his mind go free.

			At first it held tightly to his body. Mithmid had to fight waves of fear as the incorporeal feeling brought back painful memories. Then he forced away the fear. Calming himself by an act of will, his awareness floated up from his body and out of his room, gaining speed as he circled around the perimeters of the fortress. It flew into dwellings, watching the mrem in their fitful sleep, and it flew through the house of healing, where mrem with seeping wounds babbled incoherently to the mrem and the females who cared for them. Some dreamed of their tortures, but others spoke of fear. Fear of attack, fear of defeat, fear of starving in the cold of the winter. But mostly their fears were the fears of their youth. The deep fears shared by all the race. 

			The liskash had invaded the dreams of Cragsclaw. 

			Mithmid had told neither Reswen nor Sleisher of his sighting of the armies of the east. Like Lorleen, he thought the knowledge best kept quiet, at least until the threat from the west could be countered. In Sleisher’s case, his motives were simple: Mithmid did not want him to know he was a wizard. 

			Now he wondered if he had done right.

			He rose over the thick stone walls that spanned the valley, flying hard toward the west. Miles away he saw the clamor of battle, as two foes clashed with fire in the night. When he reached that spot he recognized one of the two. Keth Sleisher led his sable-robed warriors against an enemy whose backs were almost back against the mountainside. 

			For a short time he flew, trying to discover the enemy. A disparate collection of fighters these were, some in the attire of the highlands, others in the manner of the grasslands, still others large, strong mrem from villages high in the mountains. Arrows rained down on them from above, and swords assailed them from their flanks. Whoever they were, they could not hold out for long. 

			Then he sensed the magic. 

			It emanated from a cave in the side of the mountain. Unseen and yet strong, it seemed to reach out toward the warriors and hold them in a kind of thrall, forcing them to hold their lines long after normal armies would have broken rank and fled. Somehow, too, it protected the warriors. In the full time he watched, Mithmid saw none of Keth’s enemies die. 

			He flew to the cave’s entrance and tried to enter. But something held him back. Testing the unseen barrier with his mind, he found a ward of impenetrability strung across the doorway. Stronger by far than the spells of enthrallment that held the warriors, the ward was far too well-cast for Mithmid to break, especially in his state of mindflight. He knew, though, that he could break the enthrallment itself. 

			Cragsclaw needed the return of Sleisher’s son. And it needed, with that return, all the warriors Keth could muster. By breaking the spell, Mithmid could solve both problems. Keth Sleisher would be free to return, and with luck he would bring with him a wealth of captured foes. Once inside Cragsclaw, these foes would fight for Ar. 

			And so Mithmid, Wizard of Ar and of Cragsclaw, raised his hands and spoke the spell of breaking. Nothing happened. Mithmid was shocked. The spell he had used was one of the simplest, yet most potent, he knew. Mithmid needed more power. Then he saw it: two glowing lights of power, untrained power, but energy he could tap. Cautiously the wizard wove that raw power into his spell. When finished, he was amazed at the strength the unknown sources contributed. The wizard struck again, this time with all the gathered might. Against this overwhelming force, the strange resistance crumbled. The spy and wizard should have been pleased, but something felt wrong. Then a page arrived with a summons and he had no time to ponder the feeling. 

			Seconds later and many days’ travel away, the foes of Keth Sleisher shattered the night with their screams, 

			Out of the cave leaped a gold-robed mrem, the dark fur on his arms and face rendering him almost invisible in the dim light. With a host of short commands he drew together a line of his mrem, then looked above him to the archers on the mountainside. Pushing his way down toward the wagons, he ordered the tops of the barrels removed, then with another series of commands he had them taken to the battling line of warriors. 

			“Hold them above your heads,” the darkfur shouted. “Hold them until I give the command.” 

			They did so, shielding themselves from the downpour of arrows. Mithmid stared for a moment in awe. These barrel tops were shielding the mrem from their enemies’ weapons in a way he had never seen. Certainly the armies of Ar had never used shields larger than a hand in battle. They would hamper dodging. When he looked back at the darkfur, he found himself suddenly filled with a brand-new respect.

			Now the darkfur ran from warrior to warrior, speaking some words into each ear he came to. Mithmid could not hear the words, but he saw their effect. In every case, the warrior nodded briefly, stood as tall as he could, and looked out defiantly against the black-robed force that Keth Sleisher led against him. Then the darkfur disappeared into the cave.

			When he emerged, he carried a woman. Limply from his arms she hung, her arms flung toward the ground and her head rolling from side to side. “Look at her!” Talwe ordered. “See what Sleisher has done to her.” As the warriors turned to look, Mithmid could see their faces grow in determination. “Sleisher has not killed her,” the darkfur said. “But now she is worse than dead.” 

			The warriors screamed a cry of defiance.

			The darkfur raised a cry to the heavens. Echoing it, they charged down the hill, scattering Keth and the swordsmrem with him. But the darkfur was not with them. He stood unmoving on the hill. The only movement was the wind rippling across his fur. Then there was a glint near his eye and a tear fell. 

			And in that moment, Mithmid flew closer to where the darkfur stood. Peering down from above, he looked into the female’s face, and he saw with horror the madness that pierced her brain. But worse than all, worse even than the knowledge that he had done this to her, was his sudden knowledge of who this woman was. 

			When Mithmid had destroyed the spell of enthrallment, he had destroyed Felior of the Council as well. 
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			The battle is over. 

			But I lost something in it. 

			I cannot hate, Inla. 

			My hatred has fled. 

			I am numb. Numb at the sight of my warriors dying, frozen inside at the sight of the madness of Rhesa, who has shown me love. 

			Numb, even, at the thought of Morian. 

			I will go to Cragsclaw, Inla, because there I may find the answers I seek. From there I will take vengeance on the black-robed warriors who have destroyed Rhesa, and vengeance also on the mrem who defiled Morian. 

			Then I will find my White Dancer once more. 

			But something has left me, Inla. Something strong, something I felt was mine. 

			Once I was fierce with love, but did not know it. 

			Then I was fierce with hatred. And I reveled in it. 

			Now I am not fierce at all.

			I am weak, Inla. Weaker than you have ever seen me. I weep now for mrem who trust me, but now I must lead them to where most will die. Perhaps Cragsclaw will be my last stop as well. There, perhaps, I will die. I do not fear dying. Though I must take my revenge first. Though I am no longer sure why I must. 

			I have no home. 

			Love is not allowed me. 

			And now I can hate no more.
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			THE WARRIORS were returning, tired but exultant. They had met the worst Keth Sleisher could hand out and survived, even won. Half a dozen prisoners, their hands tied and feet hobbled, were led into a cave whose entrance Talwe ordered blocked with branches from thorn bushes. Watching his mrem chatter as they entered the caves, Talwe wondered that his ploy had worked. Certainly his warriors had not wanted Rhesa among them, especially since her main task seemed to be keeping them from him. But when he showed them her body, with its eyes rolling upward and its neck shaking back and forth, they rallied behind her as if she had been their leader. 

			In a way, maybe she had been.

			Paralan had done a good job of organizing. But he would do nothing without Talwe’s consent, and the warriors knew this. An order from Paralan, they understood, was an order from Talwe, and in that sense Paralan had merely been a kind of other self. When Rhesa came, though, she had started giving some of the lesser commands.

			He could only guess what effect this had had. Evidently, the mrem hadn’t liked it, but neither had they ever disobeyed. Rhesa was far from stupid, doing her commanding through Paralan, thus indirectly through Talwe. But he sensed a confusion among the raiders from the moment of her arrival. 

			And Talwe, in his state of overwhelming hatred, had done nothing to help. 

			He shook his head now at the intensity of all those days. Hour after hour he had brooded, plotting vengeance against Crethok and killing him over and over again in his mind and in his dreams. Rhesa had entered and changed all that, had struggled for days to bring him out of himself. For a while she had failed, but at last she had broken through. Talwe, though, had been unwilling to admit it.

			So unwilling, in fact, that when Rhesa was attacked they had been in conversation and he had been lying as to what he felt, even to himself. She had had part of her mind on him, and only part on her magic. Had she been free to concentrate on her magic, perhaps the attack wouldn’t have shattered her. But Talwe had been a distraction when she had needed desperately to concentrate on her spells. 

			Now she was paying for his selfishness. Rhesa, whom he had lain with as if she were Morian, whom he had tried to torture with his refusal to acknowledge her help, now lay on her back in the cave, a thick fur blanket covering her sweating body. She breathed hard at times, at other times not at all. For all Talwe knew she might be dying.

			Hovering in the darkness at the back of that same cave floated a shimmering vision, visible only in the corner of the bandit leader’s eye. It waited in the back of the cave until Talwe sat with his back to the entrance. Then it drifted quickly forward and from it sprang a light of soft, deep blue. The fist-sized light played across the contorted face of the dreaming woman. Talwe, afraid to move or interfere, watched in awe and disbelief. He could sense that this was something new; the only visions he had ever known had been visions inside the most terrible of nightmares. This one, though, did nothing to frighten him.

			Then it spoke to him, or at least it made his mind hear its words, pleading to be allowed to care for the woman. It called itself Mithmid, a magician from the great city, if Talwe had heard correctly, but what struck the darkfur was the fear and anxiety that came from the insubstantial voice. Whatever this vision was, his concern for Rhesa seemed both great and genuine. 

			The shadow did not call her Rhesa, though. Felior was the name he gave the woman, and Talwe wondered if it was her true name. If so, then she had been lying to him, as he had suspected but been unable to guess why. If not, then Mithmid was not who he claimed to be. Neither case was a good one, and Rhesa would have much to explain. 

			If she lived, that is.

			Talwe asked about the soft blue light. Slowly and carefully, as if conserving what energy he could, the vision explained how the light would protect the woman against the backlash of the spells she had cast; it would act almost like the fur of an animal that kept one’s body from the cold. Talwe nodded, and the voice stopped. When he asked, finally, what was wrong with her, the voice had quieted almost to a whisper. And the answer, or what there was of it, was strange and difficult to follow. If it made any sense at all, Talwe missed it completely.

			There was another mrem in that cave, but he was saying nothing. Keth, Sleisher’s son of Cragsclaw, leaned heavily against the wall to Talwe’s left, his arms and legs tied with rope and the rope itself tied to a metal stake that had been driven into the rock. In the battle’s last moments he had led a desperate countercharge, trying to free a force of thirty trapped Cragsclavians. It had worked, surprising Talwe’s mrem totally, but Sleisher had fallen and his warriors had left him behind. Talwe had ordered him brought to the cave, where now he sat with eyes half closed. From the matted fur and size of the lump on the side of his skull, Talwe guessed the young noble’s head throbbed without mercy. He started at the blue light, but when Talwe didn’t react sat quietly. 

			“Will she live?” Keth asked.

			“I don’t know,” was Talwe’s reply. “A vision I have says he is healing her. I don’t trust him, but I have no cure myself.” 

			Sleisher dropped his head to his left shoulder. “Who is the vision?” he questioned. “He is hard to see.” 

			“Yes,” came the answer. “It is easier to see the blue shadow he casts over Rhesa’s face. He calls himself Mithmid, and he says he comes from Ar. He is a magician there, if his words are true.”

			Nodding his agreement, Keth confirmed that there had been a wizard named Mithmid at Cragsclaw. Then his voice rose as he turned to watch the fallen wizardess. “If he isn’t, then I will never believe my eyes again.”

			Rhesa had begun to move. At first she rolled one way and then the other. Finally on her stomach, she raised herself onto her knees and then stood crouching as she tried to raise her arms above her head. But suddenly her legs began to shake, and she dropped hard to the rock floor. When Talwe crawled over beside her, he saw drops of blood covering almost all her face. 

			“She is asleep,” the vision said. “The first evil has passed.” 

			“Will there be others?” the darkfur asked. 

			“Yes,” was the answer. “But I do not know when or where.” 

			“I will take her with me to Cragsclaw,” Talwe said aloud. “There someone will help her.” 

			Sleisher’s eyes widened and he watched the bandit warily. “Why are you going to Cragsclaw?” he demanded.

			Talwe hesitated before he replied. At last he said, “I was told that there I would find the one I seek. I was told that there I would find a warrior named Crethok.” 

			“Crethok?” Keth spat out. “In Cragsclaw?” 

			“Earlier it was revealed to me that he would march on Cragsclaw,” Talwe intoned. “For weeks I have gathered the force I would need to kill him. Now I am prepared to take the vengeance that is mine. Crethok has wronged me, and Crethok must die.” 

			Keth nodded vigorously. “If what you say is true, darkfur,” he observed ruefully, “then we are not enemies after all. It seems we have been fighting when we should have been working together. Why did you choose to become a bandit instead of seeking us out?” 

			“Would you have accepted as your own the needs of a banished hunter?” 

			Sleisher once more nodded.

			“And I fight my own battles,” Talwe ended proudly. This pale noble had been trying to kill or capture him for weeks, and he should be hating him. Instead, Talwe found he admired him for being a competent opponent in spite of his youth. 

			Almost as if agreeing, Keth Sleisher replied in equally proud tones.

			“I, too, am after Crethok, as is my father. The highland clans have long been Cragsclaw’s enemy, and he leads the worst of them. We thought you were one of his clansmrem.” 

			“No,” said Talwe almost in a whisper. “I am only Talwe. I am not like Crethok.” 

			A barely audible voice in their minds interrupted them. “I cannot stay,” the vision insisted, “my power is almost drained. Go to Cragsclaw and I will wait. You will find me there.” Then the soft light left Rhesa’s face, and the cave turned dark once more. 

			Talwe looked at his captive. “How can I trust you?” he asked slowly. “Have we not just fought?” 

			“Mistakenly,” replied Sleisher. “You were a mystery. We thought you a highlander and a bandit.” 

			“And I am still a bandit,” Talwe observed. 

			“Not if the Lord Sleisher pardons you all,” Keth countered. “There will be a few screams from the merchants, but probably less than the last time we raised taxes. After all, you will have to stop raiding their caravans.” 

			Shaking his head, the darkfur stood up and said, “You will come with me, and so will the other black-robes we have taken. But I will not let you walk free. When we come to Cragsclaw, it may be that your story will be proven. If not....” 

			“Don’t say more,” the other interrupted. “There will be no ‘if not.’ I will gladly walk as a captive, if it will help Cragsclaw against Crethok. If there is evil to be found in this land, darkfur, we will find much of it in Crethok of the highlands. More than once strange magics have assisted him as well. That is why we thought you to be one of his clansmrem. If he reaches Cragsclaw ahead of us, I’m not sure even when the rest of my mrem return that my father can hold out against him. And he will think me lost.” The last was said with true concern in his voice. For an instant Talwe was jealous that the two would care for each other so strongly. Then he made the feeling stop. He was getting soft and clouded by emotions just when he would need every bit of his strength to destroy Crethok. 
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			When they left in the morning, it was storming. The wind raged down from the snow-covered peaks, occasionally showering everyone with tiny ice crystals. After a long summer’s ending, winter had arrived. The mrem in the band protested, but Paralan got them going with a combination of threats and the promise of a pardon. Talwe didn’t know how the mrem knew of Keth’s offer, but was glad to see there had been little protest.

			Each bandit was loaded with a pack heavy with loot and supplies. The prisoners too were forced to carry food and tenting. They kept looking to Keth Sleisher as if waiting for him to give some order. He stayed politely silent, judging the mrem who had captured him. The bulkier items they had taken were hidden in one cave and the entrance concealed. Talwe and Sleisher walked side by side along the now empty roads. To their left the mountains blocked the fury of the wind, but not far ahead the songomores bent almost double. Yet through it all, Rhesa, on a litter inside a small cart pulled by a shivering uxan, burned. Her skin was almost painful to touch. Not even the cold winds of the harsh winter storm cooled her. Paralan stayed nearby, his presence seeming to soothe the unconscious wizardess.
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			Eleven mornings later they entered the valley containing the castle. A day after that they saw the Cragsclaw Pass. This was the narrow connection between two fertile mountain valleys. It was still a long day’s march away, and with the sun rising behind it Talwe could see the reason for its name. Surrounded by rock on all sides, so that the castle seemed utterly invincible, it stood inside the entrance to the pass. Above it, almost as if by design, a long, curved rock rose high above the fortress, pointing across the top like an extended claw. From here the rock looked like a guardian; from above, high in the mountains, it would seem about to attack. To the mrem of Ar, Sleisher explained to the highlanders, “crag” meant throat in their most ancient tongue. And this claw was poised to kill. 

			Talwe wondered, would this hold true in the end?

			The day was cold, but not unpleasant. During the march the weather had broken somewhat, as if in answer to the prayers of Talwe’s suffering warriors. For weeks now they had lived outside in the winter, something they had never done before and they did not care to do again. The cold was bad enough, especially since their clothing was not thick enough, but worse was the need for food rationing. With winter, and with Talwe’s growing reputation, the caravans had stopped running, and food was extremely scarce. Occasionally the warriors chanced on a lone bunda, but the herds themselves were now hidden deep in the forests to the east and northwest. There they would graze as they could, like all village mrem, waiting for the return of the spring.

			All that day they marched over snow-covered ground, stopping only for a short rest at sun’s height. As the sun began to disappear behind them, Cragsclaw loomed before them. Frightening it looked, and yet somehow comforting, and with the fear of the cold night in their hearts the mrem pushed forward. Keth Sleisher sighed openly at the sight of his home, and when he sighed, Talwe smiled.

			Despite his efforts to feel nothing, he had to accept that he liked the young noble, liked him for all the things that he would have despised only a few months ago. Keth was eager, ambitious, and swaggering, but he was never mindful only of himself. His first concern had been for the guardsmrem they still held prisoner. And he had kept his honor, never showing despair even as he worried over the fate of his father. As he looked on him now, Talwe longed to untie him and release him.

			But he couldn’t. For one thing, Talwe was not quite sure of the noble, admire him though he might. This close to Cragsclaw, Keth Sleisher might find some way to deceive him. 

			As much as he disliked it, keeping him tied so he could walk but could not escape seemed the only sensible thing to do. 

			Paralan stepped toward him. “I have news, Talwe,” he said. 

			Without stopping, Talwe asked, “About what?” 

			“Rhesa.” 

			Talwe closed his eyes. He paled visibly and his tail sagged. “What is your news?” he whispered. 

			“She seems better,” came the answer. “She spoke for a moment, but we could not understand her. Her fever seems to have eased slightly.” 

			The darkfur felt a smile cross his face. “That is good news, Paralan,” he said softly. “Come to me when you have more.”

			Paralan hesitated, then said, “I would rather rejoin the mrem,” he said. “Rhesa is in capable hands now, and I might be needed with those who walk first.” 

			 This made some sense, of course. If Rhesa was improving, Paralan’s calming abilities were needed only occasionally, and he could always return to the wagon she rode on. For some reason, though, Talwe found himself displeased with the idea. Maybe it was a concern for Rhesa, or maybe it was a concern for himself. After all, Paralan had taken almost total charge of the warriors over the past few weeks; in some ways, Talwe was worried about being able to reassert his control. Having Paralan back among them might hurt rather than help. 

			“Stay with her a while more,” he said at last. “When you are needed, I will call for you.” 

			Nodding, Paralan turned. As Talwe watched, the highlander walked slowly back toward the wagons. Talwe knew that he must return him soon to command, for if he didn’t Paralan himself could cause the mrem to revolt. But not yet, he temporized. Not just yet. 

			When they stopped, the night was dark. Tomorrow would take them into Cragsclaw, but tonight the mrem were weary and could march no further. Nor was it likely to be safe to approach the castle both in the dark and at the head of so many well-armed mrem. Scouts from the fortress had seen them and been allowed to escape with the news. The problem was that there was no way for Lord Sleisher to know they were not simply more clansmrem coming to aid Crethok. They would camp, posting guards to ensure the older Sleisher didn’t decide to sortie out and attack them by mistake.

			Rhesa slept soundly, and Sleisher relaxed with his home in his sight. Only Talwe seemed concerned. Small fires burned through the cold. One more march, one morning’s effort, and Talwe’s mrem would be inside the fortress. Sleisher had promised that they would be pardoned, even welcomed in the castle’s garrison, though most had said they wished to stay with Talwe. Finally Talwe, wearied by too many cold days’ walking, fell asleep. 
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			Jremm woke in the night to a voice in his head. ‘The Council meets. You may attend,” was all it said, but Jremm knew that it carried the force of command.

			Scratching his chest, he swung his feet to the floor and shook the sleep from his eyes. Rare was the night, lately, when he got as much sleep as he wanted, and he wondered how long it would be until exhaustion caused him to make some fatal error. Already he was weary, walking the days in a kind of thick fog no matter how important the task that accompanied him. The biggest problem of all was that he was having trouble thinking. He needed sleep to refresh him, but what sleep he had been allowed had been scarce and troubled.

			Outside, he shrank from the cold. Jremm couldn’t remember a time when Ar had been so cold, when even the sun did little to melt the ice that was beginning to form all around the city. Winters in Ar were cool, but no more. The houses were thoroughly unprepared for cold of this kind, and already he had heard of deaths among the weak and poor. 

			He wondered, pityingly, at the plight of those who had no blankets to wrap themselves in. Surely they could not survive long.

			He wondered, too, at the plight of Rennilan. He had not seen her in more than two months, but his mind went out to her always. Not even the beauty of Sorilia or Sruss had driven her from his mind, although the sheer mystery of Morian had come close. He would never forget the talk he and Morian had had outside the door of the Wizards’ Council, just as he would never forget the look in her eyes when she had found out she would be traveling with Sruss. Through information received later, he managed to piece together a good portion of Morian’s story, but even that did little to explain the female he had spoken with. She fascinated him, and he knew that he could love her.

			After what she had been through, though, love was far from her mind. And there was nothing he could do to help with her revenge. Like all revenge, hers had to be entirely personal.

			The Council-room was warm. As always, he was the last to arrive, and as always Gaelor glared at him over her stark black robes. Borlin waited patiently, his hands folded on his chest and his eyes closed fast, and Jremm wondered if he ever left his chair. But despite these consistencies, tonight felt different. Sthon drew his claws along his cheek, fully out of character, and Sorilia was atypically unkempt. Most importantly, Lanalia breathed deep and hard, her eyes a narrow slit and her brows harshly knit together. Jremm had never seen her anything but calm. 

			Berrilund entered, his gold robes hastily thrown on. Behind him marched a warrior, his face filthy under his helmet and his blood-spattered sword at his side. Berrilund motioned for Lanalia, who approached the warrior and raised her hand. When he raised his own and took hers, Jremm saw under his helmet. He thought the mrem had looked familiar, but now he knew for certain. 

			Reswen, he thought. The one he’d taken for a criminal. The one who’d shown him Rennilan’s other side. 

			“Reswen has returned to Ar,” Berrilund announced. “He bears news that we would rather not hear. With your permission, I would let him speak.” 

			Everyone assented, and Reswen sat beside Lanalia.

			“I know the importance of the Council,” he said, “and I know its secrecy as well. If the news were not vital, I would not have approached you in this way. Forgive me. I knew no other way of treating the crisis.” 

			“The Council has one mandate,” said Borlin. “The defense of Ar. Our forgiveness is neither necessary nor appropriate. If what you say will help us in our defense, we will owe you much.” 

			“Go ahead, Reswen,” Gaelor commanded. “Tell us what you know.” For a moment, Jremm thought that her tone betrayed a small note of fear. 

			“I have talked long with Mithmid,” the warrior began. “He waits in Cragsclaw fulfilling his duties to the best of his abilities.” Jremm smiled. He found this extremely easy to believe. 

			“He told me you know of his mindflight with Lorleen,” continued Reswen. When the Council-mrem nodded, he went on. “With her, he saw a vision: a vision of the liskash marching from the east. For a long time he did not tell me this, fearing that the news would demoralize Sleisher and me. He was probably right, at least about Sleisher. The old lord worries constantly about his son, and Cragsclaw’s safety.” 

			“He’s not well?” Sthon interrupted. 

			Reswen shook his head. “He’s well enough,” he answered. “He’s just not as sharp as he once was. He is old and the years have been hard.” 

			The mercenary removed his helmet now, and his head was clotted with blood. “Tend to him,” Gaelor said to Sorilia, but Reswen raised his hand. 

			“The blood is another’s,” he said. “The journey to Ar was not an easy one.”

			He paused, then resumed. “Mithmid has told me of the march of the liskash, and since then we have evidence of more marches. From the west come the highlanders, under the command of Crethok, the son of Peorlias. Also in the west we have seen a dark-furred mrem leading an army of his own. Sleisher’s son Keth has tracked him for weeks, but the darkfur is far too cunning to be caught. We have no knowledge of his real intent, but he has too many mrem following him to be just another bandit.” 

			“We have some,” Berrilund cut in. “Sruss knows of him. She says he will fight Crethok, even if he does not fight for us.” 

			“Sruss!” Reswen exclaimed. “When have you seen Sruss?” 

			“Recently,” Lanalia answered. “But she is no longer here. She has gone with Sarkarien’s army to Cragsclaw. She knows of some of the fortress’s danger.” 

			Reswen sighed. “Then my news is doubly bad,” he said. “Sarkarien is dead. I found his body as I ran through the grasslands.” 

			“Dead?” pronounced Gaelor. “What of Sruss, the army?” 

			“I saw no others,” Reswen responded. “Only Sarkarien. He was not buried.” 

			“There must have been a need for haste,” Lanalia put in. “They would not have left him to the wilds if there hadn’t been.” 

			Borlin spoke. “Sarkarien’s body is not our problem,” he intoned, impatience obvious. All were now visibly concerned about Sruss’ fate as well, but avoided the topic. “It does not explain Reswen’s visit.”

			“True,” said the warrior. “I will explain further. I come to ask the Council’s help at Cragsclaw. You have sent Mithmid, but that is not enough. He asked me to request you come there and assist him. War brews near Cragsclaw, and we know neither the strength nor the identity of the enemy that opposes us. If the liskash approach, as Mithmid believes, then their evil magic will come with them. Mithmid alone cannot fight all of it.” 

			“We have already sent another,” Berrilund interrupted. “Felior has found the darkfur and will help.” 

			Jremm stood up, nervous and anxious. “I don’t think we should count on Felior,” he said softly. Had Mithmid told only him? The wizard had been so upset he had kept losing contact, but surely he had told Borlin. He had been so exhausted from keeping contact. Now Jremm dreaded to give his news. 

			“Why not?” Sorilia asked. 

			He breathed deeply and announced, “Mithmid has destroyed her.”

			If he had staged this scene, he could never have achieved a greater, more shocked response. Almost as one, the Council rose to their feet, staring first at the brickmaker and then to the blood-spattered mercenary with a combination of fear and disbelief. 

			Not familiar with the membership of the Council, Reswen stood, confused. 

			“Tell us what you know, Jremm,” Lanalia said at last. 

			Jremm’s voice was quiet. “He contacted me less than two hours ago,” he recounted. “I thought others knew. Mithmid was acting to protect the son of Lord Sleisher. No one had warned him Felior was among the bandits.” At this Jremm gave everyone at the table a hard glance. The blame for this disaster was not Mithmid’s alone, if at all. 

			“Go on,” Berrilund ordered, but his tone was soft. 

			“He says that he tried merely to break a spell, but she was stretched too far. He does all he can to heal her, but he has little hope. It was an accident.” 

			“Then Cragsclaw is lost,” Gaelor sounded tired, “unless another relief force is sent.” 

			“Perhaps Ar is lost as well,” Berrilund’s tone was level, too controlled. “Reswen, did you see any signs of unrest among the noble families?”

			“Some had called in their liegemrem, others armed their freeholders,” he confirmed. “It seemed a reasonable precaution.” 

			“Perhaps,” the new head of the Council agreed, “if they knew what we did.” He paused, obviously hesitant to speak. “Gerianan has disappeared. If he has defied his brother and left the city....” 

			Everyone spoke at once.
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			They were over a hundred strong, perhaps even a hundred and a half. Crethok had with him slightly over five hundred clansmrem. Two hundred more were close by and he dispatched a messenger to bring them. The rest were with Arklier, making sure no force from the far side of the castle intruded. Until they were united they didn’t want to alert Cragsclaw or Lord Sleisher. Crethok knew he could defeat the grasslander by sheer force of numbers. Quickly he summoned in all his mrem, even the pickets who watched from the mountainside. Still, there was no use taking extra casualties. This bandit leader was said to be most cunning and they could not afford a defeat just before the siege began. 

			But an easy victory would help morale. Soon the last of the mrem below would have gone to sleep; then, the attack could begin. It would taste sweet to crush these others. To show everyone how powerful Crethok was.

			Cragsclaw was in sight. By all scouting accounts, its garrison was weak. Most of Keth Sleisher’s warriors had strayed leaderless back into the fortress. Fear of the fortress’s lord more than the garrison was making them all cautious, but by now Lord Sleisher himself must know that his son had been killed. 

			Even so, these bandits traveled toward Cragsclaw. Perhaps they felt the castle was so weak even they could take it. The thought enraged the ClanSon. Cragsclaw was to be his triumph. He would defeat Lord Sleisher, the Ar-mrem who had defeated their fathers. Then even Arklier would kneel at his feet. 

			“Down there,” Crethok ordered. “Look down there now.” 

			At his side, Cwinyd licked the fur on his arms. “I don’t have time,” the magician informed the highlander in annoyed tones. “I am cleaning myself.”

			The other laughed. “Why are you bothering?” he asked mockingly. “What possible good will cleaning yourself do now? Haven’t the Eastern Lords already....”

			“What the Eastern Lords have said or done is absolutely none of your concern,” the magician cut in. “We have spoken, and all is settled. That is all you need to know.” 

			Crethok sneered. “You have changed, Cwinyd,” he announced in a hiss. “Where once you were too powerful for me to approach, now I find you fearful still, but far from invincible. I’m not afraid anymore, Cwinyd. I don’t believe you can control me.” 

			His expression unchanged, Cwinyd answered. “Often beliefs are deceptive,” he replied. “You are right. I have changed. But the change has not been a loss of power. If I no longer control you, it is because I no longer try. I have, my conceited friend, far more important matters to attend to.”

			He turned to the highlander. “Whatever crosses our path, down below us, is not one of them. If an enemy blocks our approach to Cragsclaw, do something about it. I no longer wish to do your work for you.” 

			With that, he turned and stepped away. Protest hung on Crethok’s lips, but the words went unsaid. Burning once more with fury and frustration, as he always did when talking to the magician, Crethok turned his attention back toward the resting camp below. 

			All that remained was to wait for the perfect hour, when only the guards remained awake in the camp. To judge from the cold, and from the distance the darkfur’s band had marched, that hour was very near. Crethok sat on a rock high above the grasslanders’ camp, wrapped himself in a blanket of soft black fur, and waited without a trace of impatience. 

			Not only the magician had changed.
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			“THERE IS BATTLE ahead,” the scout told her. “Two armies fight as they run along the mountain. Soon they will be near Cragsclaw and block our way.” 

			“Armies?” Sruss replied.

			The scout nodded. “Yes, my lady,” he answered. “These armies aren’t huge, but they are too large to be just raiding forces. There look to be a few thousand mrem on the field. The much smaller force is fleeing to the fortress.”

			For a moment Sruss merely thought. Like the rest of her army she was tired, and for the past three hours she had been looking forward to stopping and the few hours’ rest this would allow. They were still a two-hour march from Cragsclaw, and had marched through most of the night. 

			The weather was bitter, so that even a fortress made of stone sounded inviting and warm. The last thing she needed, this close to her goal, was a battle to fight, or even one to avoid. 

			“Who are they?” she questioned the scout at last.

			“If our eyes are true,” he said, “the fleeing army seems led by a mrem with darker fur than the rest. Perhaps, though, the color is only a trick of the moonlight. They wear a mixed bag in all sorts of armor and fur colors, but they are holding out against four times their number.” 

			“Dark fur?” she exclaimed. “How dark?”

			He shook his head. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “We couldn’t tell the color, even in the firelight. When I saw him last, he was sitting on the hillside to the rear of his flank.” 

			She nodded. “Whom are they fighting?” she asked. 

			“Highlanders, led by the worst of their kind. His clansmrem call him Crethok.” 

			When she heard her own voice order her officers to join her, she was surprised at how calm it sounded. She knew what Crethok’s name meant. As friend of Morian, and as companion of Talwe, she knew its meaning even more than the clansmrem that followed him. At the sound of that name, her eyes had blazed with fury. What calm she possessed now was purely the result of knowing what she must do. What she would do, because she was a princess of Ar. 

			As Sruss spoke, the words hurt as if they whipped her. “We are not here to save bandits. We are here to reinforce Cragsclaw. There will never be a better opportunity for us to enter unseen. Every man is to prepare to move quickly.” 

			Here the princess’ voice broke. Duty conflicted with her own desire, even though she knew there was no other choice. The urge to go to Talwe’s aid was strong. She allowed herself a short sob, one that startled her commanders, then hardened her voice. 

			“One mrem inside the walls is worth three in the field. Order the mrem to give no assistance to those who are fighting. None at all. They are only to hurry through the nearest gate.” 

			As they crept toward the fortress, Sruss would almost have welcomed their discovery by a party of clansmrem, but she wasn’t to have the satisfaction of even a small fight. They managed to enter the western gate virtually unseen. The commanders praised her wisdom, but something inside the white-furred female was sickened. She knew her decision had been correct, but it still felt wrong. For the first time, Sruss regretted being a princess.

			Wordlessly, leaving the joyous commanders wondering what they had said, the white female stumbled out of the gatehouse and stood on the wall. Lord Sleisher could find her there. She watched the western valley, anxious to see how the dark-furred one was faring. 

			Minutes later she could hear the sound of fighting, but couldn’t see any movement among the shadows of the false dawn. There was a scraping behind her, and a rasping breath drawn deeply in.

			She turned. Morian stood there, a sword in her hand. 

			“It worked,” Sruss observed, turning. “We are safe.” 

			“I am going to find Talwe,” the other announced. 

			Sruss shook her head. “What?” she demanded. 

			“Talwe’s out there,” Morian repeated. 

			“Don’t,” Sruss insisted. 

			Emotionless, Morian looked at her. “I could have gone without telling you,” she intoned. “Please don’t stop me.” Slowly, almost imperceptibly, she raised the sword off the ground. 

			Sruss sighed. “Find him, then,” she muttered. “I wish I could accompany you.” 

			“I know,” said the female of the grasslands, and she turned and hurried downstairs. For a moment Sruss watched her, then she put up her hand and wiped a tear from her eye.

			The gesture was stopped by a bolt of venomous magic, searing deep inside her brain, and as Sruss clutched at her head she fell hard to the ground. As she writhed where she lay, she felt the beginnings of a pain more fierce than any she had known before. She sensed it was not real, that nothing was truly there, but as her head started bursting she knew that it could kill her nonetheless. Eagerly the Dancer sought the relief of unconsciousness. 
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			Talwe opened his eyes. 

			His dreams had been of the White Dancer. They had lain together, their mating gentle at first but intensifying with each passing minute. Near the end he was frantic, enchanted by her beauty and with the strength of their passion. But suddenly she rose to her feet and began a long, graceful, burning dance that drained him as no mating ever could. When the dance was finished, he collapsed and slept.

			Now he reached out for her, but she wasn’t there. In her place, though, he felt a danger so strong he could almost touch it, a danger his dream had kept him from sensing. Still only half-trusting in his magical ability, he rose quickly. Taking his sword, Talwe stepped out of his tent. 

			The fires burned low, and the guards paced quietly. Nothing seemed out of place, nothing seemed dangerous at all. For several minutes he strolled among the mrem, watching their faces as they relaxed in the light of the flames. Then suddenly he felt himself tire once more, and ducking inside his tent he lay down with his sword at his side. In less than a minute, he was fitfully asleep.

			This time he awoke to a high, sharp cry. The warrior glanced around, but the camp was quiet. The cry had been inside his head. 

			Leaping to his feet, he sprang from the tent. Down the mountain came hundreds of the black-clad mrem. Talwe had to rouse the camp. 

			“Inla-a-a-a-a-a-a!” The war cry came easily to him—too easily, he was beginning to understand. Even if he had wished to fight, there were too many to fight. They would have to risk the gates of Cragsclaw at night.

			His warriors now rose from the ground, looking around them in what seemed to Talwe a stance of utter surprise. Didn’t they sense the danger surrounding them? At their leader’s urgent orders, the bandits quickly dressed and took up their weapons. Then they too began to see the dark wave rolling down the mountainside toward them.

			Again Talwe wondered at the source of the warning cry, knowing now that only he had heard it. He glanced at the descending warriors. By their cloaks these were highlanders. Turning, Talwe forced himself to remain calm. He measured the distance between the clansmrem and his band, and then the distance to Cragsclaw.

			The triangular fortress sat where two great mountain valleys joined. They were in the western valley. Cragsclaw sat under an overhang of solid granite. This meant it had only two walls which met less than a mile from the mountain slope that marked the far side of the narrow pass it guarded. Between them and Sleisher’s castle lay only snow-covered fields and orchards. Not a single highlander was visible. Was it a trap? There was no choice but to risk it.

			The next hour was a confused blur of running and fighting and then running. Somehow Talwe and his mrem managed to stay ahead of the bulk of the clansmrem, stopping to fight only those few who were fleet enough to overtake the fleeing bandits. The cost of this was much of the loot they had carried with them. Their path was strewn with bolts of fine fabric and fur cloaks. This probably slowed their pursuers more than the occasional arrow one of the band would stop and shoot.

			Just beyond arrow range from Cragsclaw, Talwe halted the band. Their precipitous approach looked too much like a ruse. Young Sleisher had to go on ahead, or they would all be slaughtered by the guards visible on the battlements, but little time remained and the young noble panted near exhaustion beside him.

			They were very close, and even as he watched the highlanders formed up for an attack. It was very likely the clansmrem thought they had the bandits trapped. If the gate wasn’t opened soon, they would be right.

			Suddenly a blur of pink filled the air around them all and the young lord staggered as if struck. Grasping his shoulder, Talwe supported him. 

			“Can you go on?”

			“Not a very good place to stop.” The noble gestured at the highlanders forming up just beyond bowshot. Then he stumbled toward the gate. After a few steps he staggered again and one of the Ar-mrem they had captured with him rushed to his side. He also staggered, but then both straightened and walked rapidly toward the distant fortress. 

			They needed time: a few minutes until the young lord was close enough to assure the gate guard they were friendly. For a moment Talwe considered facing the highlanders alone, charging at them in a great display of heroism. Then he discarded the idea. So many mrem would simply wash over him, ignoring a lone warrior. It might be a glorious death, but it would be a useless one.

			But there was something else he might try. For hours he and Rhesa had practiced sending simple images to each other. Talwe had been frustrated with the effort, and often failed. One day he had been most annoyed and Rhesa had hissed at him. Both stood stunned as they realized she had received his emotions in so strange a way as to think they were her own. 

			Kneeling, forehead against his sword, Talwe tried to remember what it had felt like to give another his feelings. A glance at the mass of highlanders certainly inspired the emotion he would send. Fear. After a moment of struggling, he could feel the waves of fear radiating from him.

			At first the battle cries of the highlanders faded. Then their headlong assault slowed, stopping completely in places. Everywhere their officers glanced behind them, studying the empty shadows at the foot of the nearby mountains. 

			Then Talwe found he could do no more. It was as if he had poured all the water from a jug and now it was empty. A hundred paces away, the highland officers rallied their men. Backing away from the cloaked highlanders, his fear still real, Talwe looked behind him. The gate was open. Spearmrem rushed out of it, led by a familiar female figure, and more archers appeared on the walls. Already his mrem hurried toward the safety of the fortress.

			Secretly the dark-colored mrem thanked Rhesa, who had taught him what it meant to control one’s magic, and secretly as well he gave thanks to Inla for the courage to finally use it. 

			Then, suddenly, the world changed.

			From out of nowhere, something gripped his mind. At first it was slight, a pain almost like a headache, and he drank the night air in an attempt to clear his brain. But then the pain spread, first to the front of his head and then to the rear, until at last his whole skull throbbed with agony. His vision was blocked by red flames. The explosion building inside his skull came closer and closer to bursting. Then, finally, the pain overwhelmed him and he fell on his face to the ground. Other senses replaced those the hunter normally used.

			From somewhere on the side of the mountain, a bolt of sickly purple fire erupted and washed over him and then splashed off the wall of Cragsclaw. At the spot where it hit, golden sparks danced and the flame died.

			Another approached, even as the image of the last began to fade. In less time than it took Talwe to realize he was viewing something strange and deadly, a second bolt, this one burning a clean blue-white, met a purple bolt halfway between the mountain and the dark-furred mrem. Both were extinguished in a burst of light so bright that Talwe blinked, even though his real eyes could see nothing.

			Bolt after purple bolt erupted from the mountain until they formed a near-steady stream. Each was met by a blue bolt and destroyed. Then, instead of flashing toward the battlefield, one of the darker bolts spun back along the line the blue bolts were following. It too was met, but only turned, not destroyed. More flaming masses of purple followed, finally crashing brightly along the mountainside. 

			For a brief instant there was no reply, then suddenly a point on the mountain throbbed and the entire pass was filled with actinic white light.

			Just as suddenly, it was gone. Clear-headed once more, yet even wearier, Talwe forced himself to his feet. He had expected to be blinded by the flash, but his real eyes worked perfectly. Already the hunter wondered if he had actually seen anything at all, or if the duel he had watched had been the result of hitting his head on the ground. To his right he saw Paralan, directing the last of his mrem quickly backward. As Talwe watched, a few of his band turned and ran back for him. Then there was a familiar presence at his side. He collapsed into her arms and knew Morian by her scent. 

			Paralan reached him next. “We’re saved, hurry!” he shouted.

			Something beat against the bandit leader’s head, a much weaker version of the earlier attack. Talwe shook the exhaustion away and tried to picture a wall made of the burning blue light. This seemed to hold whatever was attacking him at bay. “Guide me in,” he ordered urgently. “There is something else I must fight.”

			The highlander’s brows knitted. “Something else?” he cried. “In the middle of battle?” 

			“I have no time to explain,” Talwe replied. “You must trust me, Paralan. If I do not fight my own foe, the battle is lost after all.” Again he saw his friend’s frustration, and he softened his voice. “There is magic here,” he explained. “I can’t fight magic with swords.” 

			“Magic?” 

			Talwe nodded. “Crethok is not alone,” he explained. By the time he turned around, Paralan was commanding the retreat. He had grown, this warrior; Talwe was glad of his presence. Supported between Morian and Paralan, he was dragged toward the open gate. Twice more the red fire washed over him, but each time he drove it back. It left behind a throbbing agony somewhere inside the back of his head. 

			Just inside the gate, Talwe collapsed against a wall. He didn’t even hear the thud as the thick gate was barred behind him. The stone was cold, but he scarcely felt it. Nor did he feel the pain still pulsing inside his head. All he knew, as he watched the battle swirl before him, was a sense of fear at what he was about to do. Something he had realized must be done. 

			Closing his eyes, he shut out the noise once more. For a moment he listened to the silence, luxuriating in the false calm it gave him. But then he turned his mind toward the clansmrem, and he felt once again the power that drove them forward and gave them fanatical courage. 

			Guarding himself from that power, he took away, into his mind, a tiny fragment of it. With that fragment he moved his mind away from the battle lines and into a nearby house, where Rhesa still slept amid the cacophony that surrounded her. For a short time he watched her, watched the contortions in her face and the restlessness in her body. Then, steeling himself against the pity that burned inside him, he slowly and calmly did the one thing in his life he knew he would despise forever. 

			What he did, simply, was place a tiny fragment of that fanatic courage inside the sick woman’s mind.

			She bolted upright, and her eyes shot terror. Her face writhed in agony, as her body shook violently and her mouth began to hiss. Then, suddenly, the terror turned to hatred, and in that moment Talwe made his move.

			He let his own mind travel into hers. Hatred seethed all over him. Wave after wave of terror crashed against him, and to his senses came the choking reek of sulfur and of death. As he neared the center, he saw the fragment he had loosed piercing further inward, and he felt the convulsions that tried to combat it. He knew as he watched that the mind was trying to vomit out the reality it represented. If it did, Rhesa would be lost for good.

			He grasped the fragment now, fighting it with all his magical strength. It struggled against him, but it was only a fragment and his mind was whole. At last he controlled it, held it, quieted it. When he knew it was his, he called Rhesa to him.

			She sent against the fragment a bolt of pure magic that Talwe could not begin to resist. Holding it tightly, he felt himself tear free from her mind and fly with the wind across the mountainsides toward its source. It took him over Crethok’s right flank and back into the mountain. There, in a cave, it found the mind it sought.

			A sand-colored mrem sat cross-legged in the cave’s center. His hands shook as he held them out straight, and his face was rigid with the strain of concentration. Talwe saw him in his mind for only a brief second, then released his hold on the fragment. As the fragment touched its source, Talwe opened his mouth and screamed the Cry of Death.
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			Talwe’s awareness of his surroundings returning, a new sound came to his ears. He heard songs, songs from far away, sung in a language he did not understand. They were from out of the northwest, these voices, from out of the mountains where Crethok’s ambush had started. Shaking his head, which swirled with exhaustion, Talwe looked beyond the battlefield and saw what they were. The voices belonged to a new host of warriors. 

			“Arklier!” the cries began. “Arklier!”

			Paralan raced to where Talwe now stood. “It is Arklier,” he said. “The brother of Crethok.” He looked at the darkfur and shook his head. “No highlander will fight against him.” 

			“Even you?” Talwe asked carefully. 

			“I have to think,” Paralan admitted. 

			Talwe looked at him and said, “Do you want to be with him?” 

			“No,” said Paralan. “I have committed treason. I will stand with you.” 

			“Then you must fight.” 

			“We can’t,” came the answer. “We have no strength to fight those we once knew.”

			Nodding his head, Talwe looked to his right. “Not all of you are highlanders, Paralan,” he ordered calmly. “Rally those who will fight, and do what Lord Sleisher orders you to.”

			Paralan stared in disbelief at the order to follow his clan’s enemy. Then he sagged. “The battle is over, Talwe,” he said. “We cannot defeat both Crethok and Arklier. They outnumber us greatly, and we are already weary. Even if we weren’t, Arklier’s name would stop most highlanders from fighting back.” 

			“Would mine not convince them otherwise?” Talwe asked pointedly.

			Paralan exhaled. “You have to understand,” he said. “When we left Crethok’s band, he and Arklier were the bitterest of rivals. We don’t know what’s happened, but suddenly they fight together. If we’d known that earlier....” 

			He stopped. 

			“If you’d known that earlier,” Talwe finished the sentence, “you would have gone back to them.” 

			“No,” Paralan replied. “But we would never have challenged Crethok directly. He’s powerful enough, Talwe. But even Lord Sleisher has no chance against both of them.” 

			“We have little choice,” the darkfur explained wearily. “Arklier’s mrem have nearly cut off our retreat. The castle is already surrounded.”

			Paralan looked around him and nodded. “It was too late, Talwe, from the time Arklier appeared. Even if we’d run, we would never have escaped him. Fresh mrem would have run us down.” 

			“You knew that?” Talwe asked. 

			“Yes,” came the reply as they began climbing the walls of the fortress.

			Talwe smiled. “Let it be, then. Let us fight on until we die. I will go among the warriors with you, Paralan, and together we will steel them against death. We will show them, if we can, that dying in battle is no disgrace at all.” 

			The smile on the highlander’s face was wide. “Any clansmrem knows that already,” he agreed. “It is the others we have to convince—your lowlanders.”

			Talwe did not smile. “On the grasslands, death is not feared,” he said. “The only fear we have is to be forsaken by our gods.” He looked out at the gathering horde of highlanders and added, “The gods do not forsake a warrior who dies in battle.”

			And they went down from where they watched, and walked calmly among the mrem, and helped them know that death was nearby. Paralan reminded the highlanders who still remained that they had no choice. If captured they would be turned over to Crethok. The highlanders visibly gained new strength and new life. To the grasslanders Talwe went alone, talking of death and helping them pray, and with the names of their gods on their lips they, too, found courage they had not felt there before. From then until the end, Talwe knew that the battle would be fierce. 

			Suddenly, he remembered Keth Sleisher. He had not seen him since entering Cragsclaw. Then a mournful cry was raised on the wall to one side of the gate and Talwe felt dread as he hurried toward it. 

			Guardsmrem milled in confusion. Keth Sleisher lay dead. His eyes were open wide, and his mouth was drawn back against his teeth, and spittle ran from it freely onto his neck. He was already cold to Talwe’s touch, but no new wounds showed anywhere on his body. All there was, the only sign that Sleisher had been killed, was a strange red glow that still pulsed around his head. 

			When he saw that glow, Talwe understood. Sleisher’s death had been one of magic. Whose magic, the darkfur could not know. But magic that aided the clansmrem. 

			Then it struck again. Talwe felt himself go numb. He fell, almost toppling from the wall. Then suddenly the red flames inside the mrem’s eyes were replaced with the glare of sickly greenish, yellow light. Then there was only blackness. 
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			Sruss did not know how long she had lain there on the top of the western wall of Cragsclaw. Then suddenly a figure appeared before her, standing naked and calm in the freezing night air. She was beautiful, yet also aloof and terrifying. When she held out her hand, Sruss took it and let herself be pulled to her feet. 

			“Felior!” she exclaimed, when she saw the female’s face. 

			“Yes,” she acknowledged, “I am Felior.” But her voice was not quite the voice Sruss remembered. Instead it was richer, and deeper, and less kind. As it repeated the name, it seemed to recall rather than know, and Sruss suddenly felt it had come from far away. The harsh wind rippled across bare fur.

			“You are naked,” she tried to sound casual. “I will give you a robe.” Sruss knew now that Felior had to be a magician, maybe even one of the Three. She had once thought she had known this female. Felior had been part of the palace staff for as long as Sruss had been alive. The thought frightened her.

			“I need no robe,” the female replied. “I am far beyond the discomfort of the air. It may be cold, but there are powers much colder. I know these powers, Dancer; I know now who they are.” 

			Sruss’s head swam as she nodded. “Stay with me, Felior. I will see that you are protected.” 

			“Protected?” questioned the astonished voice. “How can you protect me, Dancer? After what I have seen? How can you dare to suggest you understand?” 

			Sruss heard the quaver in her own voice. “I don’t understand,” she said. 

			Felior hesitated, then said, “But you must go for now, for you are the White Dancer.” 

			At those words, Sruss’s soul snapped. She was Dancer by deceit only, Dancer only because the real Dancer had died. She could no more pretend to be worthy of the role than she could claim to know the number of the stars in the heavens. That Dancer had been so much greater, beyond her, much stronger than she could ever be. Suddenly she realized the folly of what she had done. 

			“I am not the White Dancer,” she shouted to the winds. “I am Sruss, and I live to bear the next king of Ar.” She turned to the female and cried, “That’s all I am, Felior. That’s all I’ve ever been. There is no Dancer. The real Dancer of the Wilds is dead.” 

			Felior waited till her words had fallen. Then, her voice suddenly tender, she said to the whitefur, “You are wrong. A Dancer can never die.”

			Then she took Sruss’s hands once more, and raised her to her feet. And she looked into her eyes and told her, “The bolt that you felt was meant to kill you. Without the Dancer, Cragsclaw cannot survive. But I took the bulk of it for you, because neither Cragsclaw nor Ar needs me as it does you. I do not want your gratitude, because I am more bitter than I can say. I must walk away from here, Dancer, and I must find a place where I can stay. The Kingdom of Ar can no longer hold me.” 

			“You can help,” Sruss protested. “You can defend Cragsclaw with us.” 

			“No,” the other interrupted. “You must stay, and Talwe with you. Already Arklier’s army rides toward the fortress. And horror approaches from the east. Mithmid awaits you, but his magic alone cannot hold long. He needs you, and Cragsclaw needs the darkfur.”

			The sounds of the running battle grew louder as it approached the walls, and Sruss was torn between her fascination with Felior and the need to see what was happening. The magician continued ignoring the fighting. 

			“Yet even with you this fortress may be lost. There is more I have yet to learn, but what it is I cannot foresee.” 

			Sruss grabbed her shoulders. “We need you, Felior, if there is magic in all this,” she shouted. “We need your strength, and your magic.”

			“You need neither,” said the female. “My magic is finished. The Eastern Lords have drained it.” 

			“The Eastern Lords?”

			Felior nodded as her eyes went black. “Yes, Dancer, the Eastern Lords. They were the ones who sent that bolt. Cwinyd the magician let them send it through him.” 

			“Cwinyd?” 

			“He will never again be truly the same.”

			Sruss dropped her head. The Eastern Lords. The defense of Cragsclaw. The coming of the horror from the east. Again she wished for the carelessness of childhood. She looked at the female, who stared back into her eyes, and as she heard herself groan she fell to her knees. 

			“I am not strong enough,” she whispered aloud. “I am no warrior, and I am no magician.” 

			A soft hand touched her face. “That is true,” Felior said. “But you need be neither. You are the White Dancer, and that is enough.”

			And the naked female stepped off the wall and walked down invisible steps past the fighting mrem and into the night. Not one mrem struck at her or seemed to see she was there. Felior stopped and touched the back of a clansmrem about to drive a spear into a mrem’s back; the highlander fell unmoving. Sruss thought she saw her raise her arms as she passed out of sight, but she knew it could well have been a trick of the moonlight. And maybe she could not trust her mind. But the clansmrem Felior had struck down was still there, a darkened heap in the half-light. 

			Most of the bandits made it to the gate. Too many didn’t. The last only entered when the gate captain took the initiative to sortie out and drive off a band of highlanders that had cut them off. Then a third bolt struck. It was much weaker, but Sruss was already drained of all her strength. She fell, half-unconscious, into the arms of an astonished Lord Sleisher.
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			“CALL LORD Sleisher!” The voice was frantic, its words slurred with panic. “Open the gate!”

			From his room over the eastern gates, Mithmid heard the voice’s quavering. Hard though it tried to sound brave and unaffected, it was frightened, maybe terrified, and that terror made Mithmid loath to hear more. Ever since he had seen the approach of the liskash during the night mindflight with the co-leader of the Council, Mithmid had hoped that his vision had been wrong. 

			Now, with this voice, he knew he was about to find out it was not. 

			“There is a watchword,” shouted the guard. “You cannot enter without it.”

			“I don’t remember it,” the voice replied, and Mithmid could hear the beginnings of despair. The surrounding clansmrem would be sneaking into arrow range. “How could I?” the voice wailed back. “After what I’ve seen, I barely remember my own name.”

			Again the guard replied, “I cannot admit you unless you have the watchword. Those are Lord Sleisher’s orders, and I may not work against them.”

			Now the voice began to sob. Haltingly, its throat catching as it spoke, it tried to explain the urgency of its mission. But the guard would not be swayed. Mithmid was relieved to hear the new voice. It was Lord Sleisher. He had been locked in the room with his son’s body since the youth had been struck down two days earlier. Even the appearance of a White Dancer and two full regiments of Ar-mrem had failed to rouse him. 

			“Let him in,” Lord Sleisher commanded. He approached from his quarters, throwing a tunic around himself as he walked. Wrapped in a fur, Mithmid hurried down to the gate. He wondered how cold he must feel. 

			“He does not know the watchword, my lord,” the guard responded correctly.

			Sleisher nodded. “I know,” he said. “But I know who he is, and his news is greatly important. You have done your job well, Tarnden, but in all matters of security there comes a time when security is suddenly unimportant. This mrem’s arrival is precisely such a time.”

			The guard nodded and snapped a command. Below him, the eastern gates swung open, just enough to admit the sobbing warrior. Sleisher and Mithmid descended the stairs to meet the scout. When the weeping mrem saw his master, he fell to his knees and reached out his hands. 

			Sleisher took them and lifted him firmly to his feet. Grabbing his head, he lifted the mrem’s face and stared deep into his eyes. The look of the lord of Cragsclaw was stern, and in a short time the scout calmed his breathing and stopped the flow of tears. 

			“You do no wrong to cry,” Sleisher said to him. “But right now there is no time. You have seen something, something I must know about. Tell me what it was.” 

			“Horror,” was the only word he spoke. 

			“Horror?” Mithmid asked. Sleisher shot him a glance, and Mithmid flinched. 

			“I need more,” Sleisher said firmly. “‘Horror’ is not enough.” 

			The scout breathed deeply. “So much horror,” he said. “So much horror to come to Cragsclaw.” He looked at his lord. “We can’t survive,” he quavered. “We can’t fight them.” 

			“Who are ‘them’?” he asked. 

			The scout pointed toward the gate. “Them,” he muttered. “The ones out there. They march toward Cragsclaw. They killed the rest... I ran. I couldn’t fight.” He sobbed and pleaded, “Don’t kill me, lord. I know I’ve done wrong. But don’t kill me.” 

			Sleisher raised his hands to strike him. Mithmid stepped forward and grasped the lord’s wrist. “Just a minute,” said the young wizard. “I think I can help.” 

			Sleisher nodded, but his look was of anger. Ignoring it, Mithmid put one hand on each side of the scout’s head. Then he bent his own head forward to touch the other’s chest, and he said two short words that he knew Sleisher could not hear. 

			When he took his hands away, the mrem stood up straight. “I have a report,” he announced, his voice clear and firm. “Cragsclaw’s enemies approach from the east. No fewer than a thousand are two day’s march away.”

			“Enemies?” Sleisher asked. “What enemies?” He paused, then said, “We know Cragsclaw’s enemies now lie around us, not to the east.” 

			The scout closed his eyes. “No, my lord,” he said. “They come from the east as well. But they are not all mrem, my lord. I wish to God that they were.” 

			“What are they?” demanded Sleisher, but it was clear to Mithmid that he knew the answer already. 

			“Liskash,” answered the scout. “There are liskash in the armies of the Eastern Lords.” As soon as he said it, he fell unconscious to the ground. 
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			Jremm watched from the top of the tower. Below him, inside the gates, what was left of Andelemarian’s army formed into the ranks it would need to sortie from the city. Their goal was simple—to capture Gerianan—but the army of the nobles had grown, and the plan could easily fail. 

			He had not been with the Council when the plan was formed. There, as Sorilia now told him, Reswen had recounted the story of the nobles’ revolt, and he suggested a means by which the rebels might be squashed. 

			“In fact,” the older mrem had expanded to Jremm after finishing his account of Reswen’s tale, “this new presence is probably as much to blame for the revolt as anything the king has done. At least that is how Berrilund has analyzed the situation. Somehow the Eastern Lords have taken the seed of discontent and made it grow into all this. They took, so to say, the intent to protest and expanded it in the nobles’ minds until it became a revolt.” 

			The wizard was speaking in a stentorian voice that proclaimed his early training as a teacher of rhetoric. With each point he gestured, his arms sweeping in the red light on the tower. 

			Jremm remembered trying to explain all this to Mithmid, whose voice had come to him at night across the grasslands. For hours they had maintained contact, sometimes well and at other times poorly, and Jremm’s story had all the grace of the tale of a drunken bard. “The nobles have rebelled,” he had said near the beginning, and at Mithmid’s command he had launched into his recounting. 

			“Why ask me?” he began. “Why not contact Berrilund, or Reswen, or even old Sthon?” 

			“Because I can keep contact with you,” came Mithmid’s soft reply. “I’m not sure about the others.” 

			“But I don’t know anything,” the younger mrem protested. “I wasn’t even at the session. As usual, I was out spying, wandering around Ar in the middle of the night.” 

			“Please,” came Mithmid’s voice. “We have no time for this. Give me the story. At least as much as you know.”

			Jremm sighed. He would try, but he was worried about telling it all wrong. Still, Mithmid had to know, and what his friend did not understand he could get from someone else. All right, then, he would tell what he knew. He only wished that he knew much more.

			“After Reswen’s return, and the departure of Sarkarien’s force, the nobles were filled with anxiety. They protested splitting the army’s strength and sending almost a third of it away. They protested Andelemarian’s handling—or not handling, as they put it—of the reappearance of magic in the city. By now the rumors about the death of Eronucu and Lorleen were thick with suspicion, and they grew extremely concerned about the lack of an heir, especially with Ar now in danger. Of course, they probably didn’t care about this at all, because if Andelemarian died, Gerianan would be king, but it gave them another cause for protest.

			“In any case, things grew more tense each day. Every action of Andelemarian’s was being monitored, and every visitor scrutinized. It was so tight, in fact, that when Berrilund requested an audience with the king, he was refused for the first time in three years. The king seemed more and more to disappear inside the palace, and after three days nobody saw him at all.

			“The revolt itself was sudden. At dawn of the fifth day, a merchant from Kazerclawn found Gerianan lying near death in an alley in the north section of the city. He brought the king’s brother to the house of Ostinen, and that noble took him in and called for the king. By the time Andelemarian arrived, Gerianan was speaking deliriously, and his first words accused someone of trying to kill him. Ostinen heard this and went outside. When the king came out, a group of nobles formed a semicircle around the door and refused to let him leave. They said that he had tried to murder his brother, and they would not listen to Andelemarian’s protests. Three of them stormed into the house and carried Gerianan’s body outside, and together they rallied what mrem they could to their side. Late in the morning, they left the city, and Ostinen vowed to avenge the king’s great crime.

			“Of course, the king tried to explain the danger from the east. The nobles also, it seemed, had some outside force driving them. They didn’t want to hear about the danger from the east. Nor could they seem to listen to Oormet.”

			The young H’satie shrugged. “Whenever the nobles spoke, they all used the same words. It was as if they were reciting from rote, or one voice was speaking with many mouths.”

			A troubled look came over the young mrem. His whiskers drooped and there was a sadness in his voice. “Oormet knows these nobles. We spoke of it this morning. He says they are good mrem, ones who wouldn’t threaten Ar in her hour of need no matter what the provocation. Yet they are.” 

			There was a long moment of silence. Then Jremm continued with his explanation.

			“That was four days ago. Since then, the nobles have allowed nobody into Ar. They have intercepted three small caravans, and many more are due shortly. Without the goods they bring, Ar will quickly suffer. Even with two-thirds of the army gone, the city holds far too many people to live for long on the existing supplies. Ar’s storehouses will empty quickly, and the true siege will begin. That’s Reswen’s argument, at least. He says that a siege will force the king to surrender himself to the nobles’ justice. If that happens, Gerianan, who is rumored to be recovering, is a certainty for the next king of Ar.” 

			“Even though Sruss still lives?” Mithmid exclaimed.

			“Nobody knows that,” Jremm answered. “And once Gerianan is established, who knows what will happen to the succession? In all likelihood, Gerianan will be able to name his own heir, or at least his own line. Nor would Sruss be allowed to survive. An accident, or bandits. It’s happened before.” 

			“What is happening now?” the older mrem asked. 

			“Andelemarian has prepared his army for a sortie. Tomorrow night, by all accounts. Their goal, it seems, is to capture Gerianan. What they will do then isn’t clear, but Berrilund seems to think that the loss of the king’s brother will demoralize the nobles.” 

			“He’s probably right.”

			“Maybe. But something new has entered the fray. According to Gaelor, who seems to know most about these things, the army of the nobles now includes a magical presence, something that she says has come out of the east. She won’t say what it is. Perhaps she doesn’t know. But she and Berrilund have met privately to talk about it, and Berrilund’s face has grown paler with each meeting. I’m being kept in the dark, but it’s clear that something is terribly wrong.”

			“When will the Council meet next?” Mithmid asked.

			“Tonight,” Jremm replied. “After the sortie. If we get the brother, we’ll have to figure out what to do. If we don’t, we’ll need a new plan. Either way, the nobles will surely attack.” 

			“Tell the Council this,” insisted the older wizard. “Tell them Cragsclaw needs help desperately. Tell them that Arklier and Crethok have joined forces, and that the area around the fortress lies solidly under their grip. Tell them that the defense now numbers less than six hundred. And tell them that the liskash are coming from the east. They are nearly upon us, and when they arrive the fortress cannot last. Tell them we need an army, and we need magic as well. 

			“And tell them, for me, that Felior is lost.”
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			Now Jremm stood atop the tower, looking down inside the city and out over the road that came out of the east toward Ar. Strung across the road, Gerianan’s nobles exacted their justice against Andelemarian, keeping the caravans out and the people in, paralyzing the winter traffic the city so desperately needed. Food would soon be short; with no enemy nearby no one had prepared Ar for a siege. Their timing was convenient, but it might well have been calculated. The midwinter Festival of Renewal was near, and if it died the city’s morale would die along with it.

			Thus the sortie. Many mrem, Jremm among them, thought it an ill-conceived venture, one destined to fail, but Andelemarian’s mind was made up. He claimed to know the need, and none could argue against him. There is no hate like that one can have for a brother. Even Berrilund, opposed to an extreme, could not begin to budge him.

			Reswen, now a general in the army of Ar, had approached him. The warrior had spoken of the vital need for troops in Cragsclaw, but the king’s ear would scarcely even hear him. For a long time Reswen had argued, risking even his new stature in Andelemarian’s hierarchy, but finally he had given up. Once he did so, he threw himself completely into the task of preparing the sortie, even though it seemed his heart was not wholly in it.

			They were ready now, these mrem: ready to race through the gates and, they hoped, sweep down on the unsuspecting nobles. Once there, Reswen and another would seek the king’s brother. When they found him, a signal would bring them all back. That, at least, was the plan.

			The nearby nobles, though, were eight hundred strong, and Ar could spare but a third of that total for a sortie that might not succeed. Yet the nobles expected more retainers from the outlying estates. If it failed, and all the warriors did not return, Andelemarian’s army would soon total less than that of the nobles. Because of this, Jremm wondered if the nobles weren’t springing a great trap. They already commanded many of the best fighters; with numbers on their side they would be practically unstoppable. 

			Suddenly, Jremm saw a flash of light. Out in the direction of the nobles’ camp, a swirling flame danced low in the night sky. It was the kind of fire that meant magic, not heat, and it was visible only to those sensitive to the power. Crouching out of any possible sight from the road below, he stared intently, trying to determine the magical fire’s source and purpose. When he found he could do neither, he climbed down from the tower and looked for Berrilund. 

			He found him near the gate. With the sortie no longer preventable, Berrilund too had offered his full support, and he stood here now casting spells of protection over the army, the battlefield, and the gate itself. Jremm read in his eyes a sign of futility, but still the Council co-leader worked quickly on. 

			“There is a light,” Jremm told him. “A flame, somewhere in the noble’s camp.” 

			Berrilund turned to him. “They have a fire going,” he said. “That is hardly surprising. It is winter.” Turning back to his task, he made Jremm feel cold. 

			“It’s not that kind of flame,” the young mrem said quietly. “Magic.” 

			At that last word, Berrilund turned once more. “Are you certain?” he asked. “If you are not....”

			“I am,” Jremm cut in. “I have yet to show great magic, but I seem to know it when I sense it. Remember, I am the one who talks to Mithmid.” He bit his tongue at his tone, wishing he had not sounded so arrogant.

			Berrilund nodded. “Yes,” he said. “Mithmid contacts only you.” He looked at the gate and said, “I suppose it will hold until this is finished. Bad for the warriors to see me hurry off half-finished. Only She knows if this will do any other good.” Then he turned his back to the young magician and completed a complicated series of invocations. Finally Berrilund bowed to the assembled warriors and followed the younger mrem up the tower stairs.

			When they reached the top, Jremm pointed toward the nobles’ camp. The flame still hovered, but now occasionally it shot to the east, then back to the west, almost like a star that shoots across the sky. “There,” he pointed, but Berrilund had already seen. 

			“You were correct,” he whispered. “It is magic. But none of the nobles knows magic at all.” 

			“You spoke of the danger from the east,” Jremm said quietly. “Is this that danger?”

			For a full minute, Berrilund was silent. Then he breathed deeply and whispered, “I fear it is. But I do not know. All I know is this, Jremm. If the east has arrived, this sortie cannot succeed. It has little enough chance as it is.” 

			He turned to the young wizard and pointed to the palace. “Find the king,” he said, “and bring him directly here. Tell him I need him, in the name of Bralittar.” 

			Jremm raised his eyebrows. “He has said he will see no one,” he argued. “How will that...?” 

			The other interrupted. “He will see me,” was all he said. 

			In less than five minutes, the king walked at Jremm’s side. He had said nothing at Jremm’s request, had merely sighed and grimaced and risen to his feet. Throwing a robe over his soldier’s harness, he had stepped into the night air, ordering Jremm with his eyes to lead the way to Berrilund. 

			“There is the danger,” said Berrilund, pointing and working an enchantment that would allow the king to see the magical fire. 

			The king snorted. “It is a mere flame,” he said. “What danger is that?” 

			“Watch,” the other commanded.

			The king watched. The flame rose higher now, illuminating the tents and glinting off the nobles’ spears. Jremm wondered at the reason for this light, wondered why the nobles would wish to show themselves, but neither Berrilund nor Andelemarian offered an explanation. They simply stared, intently and without cease. It was a level of concentration Jremm could scarcely believe. 

			“There is power there,” the king said at last. “Power we cannot fight.” He turned to the wizard and said, “You have won, old friend. I will call off the attack.”

			Berrilund shook his head. He was glad to see the king had retained his ancestor’s proclivity toward magic, even if the king’s power was unchanged. Should Andelemarian and he survive, he might risk teaching the king how to use his abilities. “I did not bring you here to prove I was right,” the wizard answered sharply. “I wanted you to see the power for yourself. That was all.”

			Andelemarian smiled. “I know,” he whispered. “You let me choose my own path. It has always been so, and it is appreciated.” Then he turned from the wizards and descended the stairs, and Jremm looked to the flame with a new sense of fear. Berrilund was staring after the king. 

			“What is it?” he asked. 

			“I suspect sometimes even wizards underestimate kings,” Berrilund explained cryptically. 

			“And that burning?” Jremm questioned further. 

			Berrilund sighed. “It is as you said, Jremm,” he said wearily. “It is a magic flame.” 

			“But the east is not the only power that controls flame.” 

			“No,” said the co-leader. “But only the Eastern Lords use it with such total lack of fear. Remember, Jremm, that mrem dislike fire, and this kind burns more than your fur. The Three use it when we have to. Few ever use it willingly. And they certainly never color it, nor swirl it, nor spin it above their heads.

			“According to the songs, the flame-rulers come from the east. There, it is said, there are no mrem. There, Jremm, only liskash live. And liskash do not fear flame.”

			Jremm knitted his brow. “But why would the nobles accept the presence of a liskash?” he asked, and he felt his voice tremble as he spoke that foul word.

			“They do not,” came Berrilund’s answer. “Nor would they ever. Unless I am wrong, no liskash is among them. But somehow, somehow, a liskash controls them. One of them, at least, is under a liskash’s spell.” 

			“Berrilund!” came a voice. At the top of the stairs, Sorilia motioned him to her. “Reswen wants you,” she insisted. “You must come now.” 

			Turning from Jremm, the co-leader started down the steps. Sorilia looked at the young wizard and smiled. Jremm saw very clearly the terror in her eyes.

			When she disappeared, he stood alone on the tower. Far out on the road, the flame was going out. But the sight of it still brought a chill to his bones, and with a long, sustained shudder he started down the stairs. There, down below, maybe the flame could not find him. 

			“I will do it myself,” he heard Reswen say. 

			The king was angry. “What can you do,” he asked, “that an army of warriors could not do?” 

			“I can steal inside the camp,” came Reswen’s hurried reply. “An army can’t go undetected, but one mrem can. Once inside, I can find Gerianan and return him here.” 

			Berrilund spoke now. “Gerianan will fight,” he said. “He will have help. How will you prevent that from happening?” 

			Reswen sighed. “I don’t know yet,” he answered. “If it doesn’t work, I will die. But the same holds true for an attacking army. We had no reassurances the attack would succeed. Yet you were willing to send it out.” 

			“So what you are proposing,” the king’s voice tone was cold, “is to go alone into the enemy camp, find my brother, and single-handedly bring him back alive.” 

			“Yes.” 

			“If I did not know you better, Reswen,” he continued, “I would swear you have fled your senses. What you are saying is impossible. Magic from the east burns over that camp. Did you not hear Berrilund just now?”

			“The east awaits an army,” Reswen protested. “They have been warned by those faithful to them within the city. I am one mrem, alone. That power will not expect one mrem.” 

			Berrilund raised his head. “Your majesty,” he said. “Reswen’s point is well taken. What the flame showed us, more than anything else, was that the nobles were ready for an attack. But power often makes that mistake. It prepares for the worst, never expecting the smallest. Reswen’s plan might not succeed, but if it failed it would be far less disastrous. We would lose our finest warrior, but we would not lose hundreds.” 

			“You are suggesting a sacrifice,” the king said quietly. 

			“No,” Reswen broke in. “I am not a sacrifice. I do not feel sacrificial and have no intention of failing.”

			For a long time the king thought. He stood silently, his eyes staring at the wall, his mouth moving slightly as he weighed what options he had. At last he spoke, and his words seemed to Jremm the pronouncement of a fatal doom. 

			“Reswen will go,” he said. “But I do not believe he will return.” 

			Berrilund stepped beside the warrior. “Jremm will go with you,” he said softly. “He knows how to give protection, at least until you reach the camp. I will instruct him now in ways to divert the power of the East.” 

			“I will be ready in an hour,” Reswen decided, his mind filled with details of what to take and how to steal out of the city unobserved. 

			“So will Jremm,” agreed the wizard without looking at the former brickmaker.
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			“I AM GLAD you are alive,” Talwe said, hovering near the bed where Sruss lay. “For a time, I was not sure.” They were inside a room near the Western Gate. It smelled of newly cured bunda hide. Outside she could hear other mrem talking and sharpening weapons. The sides of their tents slapped in a strong wind. Light seeped in through cracks in the door and hide-covered window.

			Sruss rolled her head from side to side. “I felt in no danger,” she almost whispered. “I was watching, and suddenly I collapsed. I had no strength, that was all.” 

			“One of my warriors carried you to this room,” the darkfur explained. 

			“I am grateful.” 

			Talwe smiled. “You need not be,” he said. “I am sure he felt it a great honor. Saving the Dancer of the Wilds is truly a rare opportunity.”

			Sruss dropped her head to her pillow. “Please, Talwe. No more about the Dancer of the Wilds. I am Sruss, nothing else. I was never meant to be Dancer, and I have done nothing to enhance that name. It’s something I would like to forget.”

			“And I would like to forget about the warriors I lead,” Talwe countered. “Just as, now, I would like to forget Cragsclaw and return to my home in the grasslands. But neither of us has that choice.” His voice grew bitter. 

			“But you made your destiny,” the whitefur said. “You pursued it, and it led you here. I merely fell into mine.”

			Talwe shook his head. “If you think for a moment, you will know that is not true,” he said. “You accepted the Dancer’s role when you went with me into my village. You did so again when you sat with Morian. Then you traveled to Ar and gathered an army, and at first opportunity you took over its command.” He looked at her. “You have fallen into nothing, Sruss,” he said gently. “You are here because you have willed it.” 

			She stared at him now, her eyes searching his. “You’ve changed,” she said aloud. “Somehow, you’re different. You even speak differently.”

			Smiling, the warrior said, “Yes, I speak differently. I have seen the minds of two great magicians, and I have spoken with mrem who know much more than I do. Not much remains of the mrem from the grasslands.” 

			“Is that good?” she asked, tilting her head. 

			“Who can say?” came the reply.

			He held her now, and she let her head fall against his shoulder. Softly he began to lick at her forehead, his hands stroking the fur on her arms and her back. She purred as she lay there, suddenly warm and content, as the fears of the world seemed to fly far into the distance. 

			His tongue explored down her body. From her forehead it moved slowly over her mouth, then down past her neck to the white fur on her breasts. It lingered there, licking and tasting her flesh, then it began the slow journey over the whiteness of her belly. She was tender here, her skin far more pronounced, and she luxuriated in the workings of the darkfur’s tongue. 

			Then, suddenly, she rolled away. 

			Talwe looked at her questioningly. 

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “But I still have my duty.” 

			“You have never explained it to me,” he said.

			“I can’t,” she explained. “It must always be a secret. But it has to do with my life, and the life of my home. If I mate with you now, my world will change.” 

			Talwe grimaced. “In some ways, my lady, you have not changed at all.” Then he rose from his bed and Sruss felt a tear in the corner of her eye.

			“Tomorrow they will attack. We must be ready.” The bandit leader’s voice was without emotion. He looked tired and weak, and his weapon harness was only crudely patched, but he would not allow himself to rest. Dragging himself, he hurried outside and began organizing the mrem for the day’s march. 
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			Talwe saw Mithmid high on the east wall. The wizard seemed to be staring into the dusk, and neither the wind nor the cold were able to distract him. His ears lay back almost flat against his uncovered head. 

			A few moments later, the former bandit stood at his side. “What do you see?” the darkfur asked, but for a time no answer came. At last the wizard turned toward him, his eyes unblinking and lined with red from the strain. Talwe shuddered at the sight. 

			“We have little time,” Mithmid said. “The liskash approach. They aren’t far away.”

			Five days ago, Talwe had come to Cragsclaw leading less than a hundred survivors from his band. Once inside the gate he had collapsed, weak from half a dozen barely-treated wounds. Then he had disappeared and then just as suddenly a strange, wild-eyed female had appeared dragging him. No amount of questioning would persuade her to tell what had happened. When Talwe had awakened, Mithmid had been waiting for him to open his eyes. The wizard cared for him, fed him and warmed him, until slowly the darkfur was able to walk again. As soon as he was recovered, Mithmid begged leave, and told him of the danger that came from the east. 

			“I have killed a liskash,” the exhausted warrior had said. “If the east comes to Cragsclaw, I will kill many more. They frighten me, but I will not run from them.” 

			Mithmid nodded. “But you fought only one,” he argued gently. “And it did not have magic.” 

			Talwe started. “How do you know that?” he asked. 

			“While you slept,” said the wizard, “I entered your mind. I had to, in order to bring you back. Your battle with Cwinyd had taken your strength. As you lay dying, he tried to take your soul.” 

			“Then you learned everything about me,” the darkfur intoned. His sense of privacy felt violated.

			The wizard shook his head. “No, Talwe,” he answered. “I did not try. I learned what I must to bring you back to your body. Your fight with the liskash was part of that knowledge.” 

			Now, on the wall, Talwe’s anger was gone. Whatever he had lost had been lost for good cause, and he believed that the wizard had learned very little. If Mithmid had learned more, he certainly had not used it against him. 

			“How long till they come?” Talwe asked.

			“Tomorrow is my guess, though I can’t know,” was the response. “But they are close enough that we dare not leave the fortress, not to the east in any event. And with the west filled by marauding bands of clansmrem, we seem to be trapped.” 

			“Then Crethok has begun the siege?” Talwe asked. 

			Mithmid sighed. “Yes, my friend. Cragsclaw is besieged. Crethok and Arklier have indeed joined forces, and their armies await us outside the west gates. Our supplies are dangerously low, and the castle is filled with villagers who have fled the highlanders. When Keth Sleisher’s body was borne through the street the hearts of these people withered. We have almost no chance to survive a siege.” 

			“But they will fight?” The former bandit wondered if he had trapped himself by coming here. For a moment he longed for the clean, simple excitement of a bunda hunt. War had no honor. Then he realized that was a strange thought for a bandit. “How many warriors would you guess, wizard?”

			“Four hundred guardsmrem. No more. Plus those who came with you and twice that many again who were led by the Dancer.” 

			“What will Lord Sleisher do?” Talwe worried.

			The wizard only shrugged. The aged hero had not left his room since his son’s body had been brought there. Then Mithmid turned and looked eastward once more. “Perhaps it will all be over before the liskash arrive.”
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			The first assault started early the next morning. Talwe was already awake, wondering how to deal with Morian. There was a strange emptiness inside him whenever he thought of his former lover. He had seen her in the castle the evening before, but she seemed to be avoiding him, though he had to admit he had made no effort to call her to him. 

			Rocks of all sizes flew over the walls, gathered in the hills to the north of the fortress. These were thrown by catapults the highlanders had fashioned. The missiles were too small to damage the walls, but easily capable of killing anyone they struck or collapsing the wooden roofs of the inner buildings. Two catapults in the castle’s towers replied, throwing jagged rocks in hopes of disabling the highland machines. The archers on duty cowered behind the walls and waited. 

			Inside Cragsclaw, the mrem ran in panic. They screamed as the rocks cracked the walls of their houses, and screamed as the bones of their legs were crushed. Many ran toward the thick stone walls of the main towers, not stopping to carry the bodies on the streets. Soon most were hidden, but the damage was great. 

			Next came the arrows. They sang at the guards, at the dozen who fell quickly. Then the next volley flew high above the walls, dropping into the fortress’s center in the path of the mrem still on the streets. Few were killed, but fear ran even deeper. 

			And then came the fireballs. 

			They flew over the walls, balls of rock the size of heads covered in burning pitch. They rolled into the streets, harming little but terrifying everyone. There were few things that would burn in a fortress made of brick and stone, but mrem fur will burn, and the mrem began loudly to pray to their gods. 

			Talwe ran among them, Mithmid beside him. They calmed the mrem they saw, shouting words of encouragement, and warning against panic, and ordering anyone in uniform, or simply male, back to the walls. For the most part it worked, and the fortress began to grow calmer. But for some mrem the fire was the first sight of hell, and these now ran headlong wherever the streets took them. Soon they combined into a panic-stricken mob that was hurrying past the two magic-users. 

			Mithmid spoke now, his voice expressionless and cold. Talwe could not hear him, but he saw him nonetheless, a glowing aura spraying out from his face and hands. The wizard was chanting, singing words that were not words, and as he sang the fleeing mrem began to slow in their tracks. At last they were still, standing stone-like in the street. With another word Mithmid released them, and they walked to their shelters. 

			“You calmed them,” Talwe said to him. “It was well done.” 

			“It was necessarily done,” the wizard replied. “The greatest danger of any siege is panic, not starvation.” 

			Talwe grabbed the wizard’s shoulder. “The fire frightened me,” he said as the other turned. “Does it say anything to you?” 

			Mithmid nodded. “It says two things,” he replied. “First, it says that this siege is in earnest. But that is hardly something we needed to know. Second, it tells me that the highlanders have received aid. Aid in the form of skills they did not have.” 

			“Why?” asked the darkfur. 

			“Mrem do not make war with fire,” was the short reply. 

			Talwe shook his head. “I have played with fire,” he said. “I fought Crethok with flame, a short time back. It worked, for we won.” 

			Turning to face him, the wizard stared into his eyes. “If what you say is true, Talwe,” he said very slowly, “then you are unique among mrem. But perhaps all you did was to teach your tricks to Crethok. If that is the case, then your students learned well.” 

			Talwe did not flinch. He probed the other’s eyes, then announced, “I do not need your bitterness. I have come my own way to fight against Crethok. What I did, I had to do.” 

			Mithmid breathed deeply. “You’re right,” he said. “You do not need my bitterness. I am frightened, Talwe, and I am angry. For days now I have asked Ar for help, ever since I learned the Dancer’s army was defeated. But no one comes, and no one even answers.” He paused. “I am alone here, Talwe,” he continued. “Alone against an enemy I can’t begin to understand, much less fight.” 

			Shaking his head, the darkfur smiled. “You’re not alone,” he said. “I am here, and so is Sruss. Sleisher is a fine warrior. Even Morian may come to be of help. I am told I owe her.” 

			“Morian?” the wizard exclaimed. “She is unconscious, and I cannot enter her mind. What help can an unconscious female possibly be?” 

			This time it was Talwe’s turn to shrug. “Perhaps,” he agreed. “But the rest of us are at your side.” 

			They waited all day for an attack on the walls, but nothing came. The rocks and fireballs continued to fall, though less often as the catapult’s crews tired. 

			Talwe paced the walls, impatient. Outside, Crethok taunted the castle’s defenders, promising them horrible deaths. To make his point he tortured a few village females he had captured. His brother could be seen as well, watching the highlanders’ antics with evident distaste. Both stayed carefully beyond arrowshot. 

			For the defenders there was nothing to do but wait.
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			ON THE TENTH morning of the siege, the clamor of voices awoke the dark-furred mrem. His first thought was that the feared liskash army had finally arrived. Each morning he had awakened expecting it, yet it had not appeared. Mithmid had finally searched, to find it camped at the edge of the desert, obviously content to let the highlanders do most of the work for them. Talwe had taken to sleeping in Mithmid’s former room over the West Gate, risking an occasional catapulted stone for the advantage of being close to the most vulnerable part of the fortress. Jumping from his bed, he went to the doorway. Outside was excitement and confusion as mrem ran past him, talking all the while. Pulling on his clothes, he stepped out into the street.

			He expected to see the guardsmrem massing to meet another assault. Four times the highlanders had charged the walls, each time they had been driven back. During the last assault some clansmrem had actually controlled a section of the wall, but a counterattack led by Sruss had cleared them before more could be called to reinforce them. 

			“Where are you going?” he asked the first mrem who passed him.

			“To the East Gate,” the soldier replied. “Lord Sleisher is there. I must not be late.” He sped off, and a puzzled Talwe followed.

			When he came to the courtyard by the eastern gate, a crowd gathered in front of him. Pushing his way through, he found Sruss and the wizard. They stood near the front, watching but not moving. Talwe approached them and pointed to the gate. 

			“What’s going on?” he asked. 

			“Sleisher has called for a sortie,” Mithmid explained. 

			Talwe started. “An attack?” he exclaimed. “Against what?” 

			The Dancer touched his arm. “He is tired of waiting,” she said in a low voice. “His son is dead. He has been awake every night. Now he feels he must act.” 

			“But a sortie is no answer,” said Talwe, shaking his head. “We have barely enough mrem to defend both walls.” Yesterday, they had counted over three thousand clansmrem encircling the fortress. “How many will go with him?” 

			“All, even the rest of your mrem,” Mithmid whispered. “That’s what he’s ordered.” 

			Talwe rubbed his hand over his face. He felt his ears flattening as anger found him. “Why wasn’t I awakened?” he almost hissed. “Everyone but me knows about this.” 

			“There’s no point being angry,” Sruss shot back. “We didn’t know, either. Mithmid found out, and so did I. I don’t know why nobody told you.” 

			“Sleisher did this without consulting you?” he asked. 

			Mithmid nodded his head. “Yes,” he admitted. “We had nothing to do with it.”

			When Sleisher appeared, a shout rang out. Most of the mrem of Cragsclaw were now gathered, and they saw in their leader a new hope, a hope that the fortress would finally fight back. For months they had lived in an undefined fear and, except for the army of Keth Sleisher, few had gone out from the gates. But now they would go, under their lord’s command, to confront the foe that threatened them.

			The Lord of Cragsclaw stood before them now, atop a large crate that served as a platform. He wore a harness covered with gold coins and a coat of finely wrought iron rings. Sleisher wore pants and a robe of dark red, the color of ceremony. This was an indication that a gathering was of the highest importance. On the back of the robe was emblazoned the image of Bralittar. 

			“We have stood by and watched,” he said, “waiting for Ar to relieve us. They have failed. But the winter is cold, and our supplies are short. Unless we solve our problems now, the fortress will last no longer than a month.” 

			Fool, thought Talwe. Why bring about panic? 

			“We wait no longer,” Sleisher continued. His face looked old, Talwe noticed, creased with worry and with sorrow. Seeing this, he no longer wondered why he was doing this thing. In all likelihood, he felt within him only one more great deed. If he died in the attempt, he would at least die in battle. 

			“We wait no longer,” he repeated. “We have waited long enough, enduring stones and flames. Today, warriors of Cragsclaw, we open the gates and fight back. Today, we march on the highlanders’ camp.” 

			The shouts and cheers rang through Talwe’s head. He was barely yet awake, despite the coldness of the air, and he could hardly believe the words he just heard. Not only was Sleisher about to risk the fortress, he was about to do so by announcing his plans to the enemy. Surprise, the only thing that made a sortie worth chancing, was now beyond all possibility. Crethok needed no spies to know what Sleisher planned. 

			“Your plan is wrong!” Sruss shouted from beside him. A guard stepped forward to grab her. Talwe pushed him back. 

			“This is no time....” he whispered, but she would not listen. 

			“If you go through with this attack,” she shouted once more, “you doom the fortress. We have none of their numbers. Our strength is in Cragsclaw’s walls.” 

			“You are from Ar,” Sleisher announced. “I have already thanked you for your help. But do not presume....” 

			“I will presume what I wish,” the Dancer broke in. “Your plan has no purpose. It can succeed at only one thing: the fall of Cragsclaw.” 

			Sleisher looked unfazed. “I have borne your contempt out of respect,” he announced loudly. “But I will hear it no longer. Like the darkfur and the wizard, you do not wish to act. I understand that, but I cannot approve. I wish to fight, not to sit. I am the Lord of Cragsclaw.” With the last he raised his sword over his head.

			The mrem in the courtyard cheered, even those who had formerly been in his band and now gathered around him. Talwe cringed once more. Perhaps they should simply send a herald to announce the attack.

			Sruss looked at the ground. Talwe put a hand on her shoulder. Beside them, Mithmid took a single step forward. “Like the White Dancer of the Wilds, I do not agree with you,” he announced as calmly as his voice would allow. “But Cragsclaw is yours, and I will answer to your commands. Yet I would ask you, my lord, to order half your army to remain in the fortress. If the battle goes well, they can march out to join you. If it goes poorly, they can cover your retreat. In either event, you stand to lose nothing. And perhaps we could leave by the other gate?” 

			Sleisher looked down at him. “That, Mithmid, is precisely my plan,” he said. Talwe knew he was lying, but he admired the wizard’s manner, allowing the Lord to save face. Sruss was impassioned, but Mithmid achieved the greater good.

			By midday, the army was prepared. Five hundred mrem stood impatiently, in four equal columns. The two flanking columns carried bows and quivers, their task being to spread wide as they marched through the gates. Then the swordsmrem would fan to each flank, giving them room to fight. Finally over half the mrem were armed with spears, axes, and longswords. They would make up the center of the advancing attack. Every other bowman they could spare was ordered to the walls. The highlanders’ camp was out of bowshot, but they could cover any retreat. Sleisher’s attack might be too hasty, but his knowledge of battle was still excellent. Talwe felt that the pointless sortie could do nothing but fail, yet he knew that the highlanders would pay a price for its defeat.

			The Lord of Cragsclaw took his place at the head of the center. His robes were black, and they shone in the sun. In the cold of the day his breath was visible when he talked, but the words warmed the hearts of the mrem who waited to march. He told them of glory, and of the fortress’s safety, and he told them they were now under Bralittar’s eyes. So deep was his voice, so moving and so certain, that Talwe felt a sudden desire to go with him. 

			Sleisher had placed him in charge of the fortress. Surprised and taken aback, he had hesitantly agreed, turning to Mithmid with a look of puzzlement. But the wizard had only smiled, a smile that seemed sincere. 

			And then Sruss had asked to march with the attackers. Sleisher stared at her for at least a full minute, then nodded and turned and walked slowly away. As she stood now behind him, leading the second column, Talwe wished he was with her, but he did not fear for her life. She had proven herself in the battle at the mountain. What she needed was hope, and Talwe tried to give her that. 

			“Inla go with you,” he had said as she passed. 

			“If she’s here,” she replied, “I will use what she gives.” 

			Then, suddenly, Sleisher’s voice rang out. “Open the gates,” he shouted to the sky, and the western gates of the fortress of Cragsclaw opened to the world for the first time in days. 

			Out streamed the five hundred mrem. Once outside, they hurried to their positions, awaiting the order to begin their march. To each side, the archers readied their bows as they took up their places. Beside them the swordsmrem put their hands to the hilts of their swords, testing them once more to see that they would unsheathe easily. In the center, the spearmrem raised their spears aloft, and the war-axes caught the gleam of the winter sun. 

			“For Cragsclaw and for Ar,” Lord Sleisher’s voice sang. It was the sound that had led the armies of Ar to victory for over fifty years. Then he turned to his captains, tears in his eyes. “Let the guardians of the eastern lands of the king now march to destroy Andelemarian’s foes.” 

			With those words, the army set forth.

			Talwe walked up the stairs, Mithmid beside him. Together they would watch the battle unfold from the tower at the point of the walls. They would watch and decide what new actions were needed. Talwe had already dispersed his mrem about the fortress, archers on the walls and swordsmrem near the gates, more than half to their quarters until needed. 

			At first things appeared to go well for the Lord’s bold move. Talwe wondered if this renowned warrior had some knowledge he could never understand. The highlanders were amazingly absent, with only a few clansmrem shooting arrows and then hurriedly fleeing. The defenders of Cragsclaw were a dark blot against the often churned snow as they approached the walls and stakes of their besiegers’ camp. They were almost at those walls, far beyond the reach of even the strongest archer on the walls, when the trap was sprung.

			Nearly a thousand brightly caped highlanders poured from exits in the camp’s wall. Obviously prepared, they spread into a thick line that even from the walls was twice as imposing as the approaching defenders. Then, on the signal of two blares on a shepherd’s horn, a second force poured out from the trees of the mountain to Lord Sleisher’s left. Hundreds more clansmrem hurled themselves down the slope, screaming challenges. These were led by a tall figure wearing a green cape. Talwe recognized Arklier. This meant Crethok was likely in command of the center.

			Then the first mass charged into Lord Sleisher’s line just as he tried to adjust it to face the threat on his flank. Talwe started as he saw a white figure in polished armor lead a few hundred mrem to meet the plunging highlanders on the left. It was Sruss, and to the bandit chief, it seemed she was leading her mrem to certain death. Then the three dark masses merged.

			Sleisher had extended his line as far as he could, but the highlanders continued to encircle his smaller force. Talwe’s tail twitched in frustration. Crethok’s left pulled back and then swarmed forward to attack once more. As the warriors were slain, Sruss too was forced to pull in closer to Lord Sleisher in the center or risk being cut off from the main body. With his right and left forced back, Sleisher and the center found themselves in the front of an arch. When the highlander center finally rallied and struck a second time the thin line of Cragsclaw’s spearmrem fell back almost at once. Worse yet, Arklier’s force was wrapping itself around the few mrem Sruss led against them and would soon cut off all retreat.

			Talwe looked at Mithmid and said, “They are lost.” Then he leaped from the wall down into the fortress, shouting the orders for his mrem to assemble. Mrem hurried out of their quarters, and from all parts of Cragsclaw. Frantically Talwe commanded them to take their positions. In less than a hundred heartbeats, hundreds were following him through the gates.

			The frozen ground was hard under Talwe’s feet as he ran toward the clansmrem on Sleisher’s left. Behind him streamed every mrem who could carry a weapon except a handful of archers he had had to stop and order back onto the wall over the gate. The former bandit knew the ClanSon had seen his approach, that his only hope was in speed. So he shouted till every shout meant pain, encouraging his mrem to even greater speed. 

			Then a clansmrem stood before him. He was small, but with wide shoulders and a thick body. His sword was nearly as long as he was tall. The highlander swung first, hoping to slice through Talwe before he could slow down. 

			The bandit didn’t try. Diving forward, he rolled under the massive blade, feeling the blade slash through the last hairs on his tail. Then he came up inside the long weapon’s reach. He didn’t bother with his sword; instead he extended his sharpened claws and buried them in the clansmrem’s throat.

			The impact of Talwe’s mrem threw Arklier’s highlanders back. Now both forces stood, weaving and trading blows. An occasional arrow from the wall behind aided the defenders. The green-cloaked ClanSon gestured wildly, calling for more mrem from the center. Distantly he could see Crethok refuse the request, ending with an obscene gesture of his rear and tail. For several heartbeats Arklier stood stunned. Then he began calling the clansmrem to end their charge and to form around him. Soon his warriors had fallen into a circle around their leader. Talwe bellowed for his own mrem to pull back. There was no use taking losses with nothing to be gained. 

			Talwe fell back and surveyed the battlefield. To his right, Sleisher was in full retreat. His mrem were fighting their way back toward the gates, but despite the overwhelming strength of their foe, the Lord of Cragsclaw never let them turn and run. Screaming, wading into melees whenever his mrem seemed likely to break, the aged Lord had never seemed mightier. 

			The original force fell back until they had escaped the trap through the opening Talwe had forced. Crethok raged, leading a group of his clansmrem into the center of Sleisher’s diminished line. The line held, and after a few furious exchanges the highlanders fell back. As they did so, the noble ordered his mrem to counterattack.

			Beyond the center, the Dancer fought on. She drew back her flank to keep pace with the center, then counterattacked herself with a flurry of arrows and a charge of swordsmrem. For a few moments the force of that charge forced the highlanders back. It appeared that there was even a chance the clansmrem might break and run for their camp.

			Then, suddenly, from out of the ranks to the highlanders’ rear, straight through the center of the highlanders’ line, thunder bore down on Cragsclaw’s Lord. Three small, wheeled carts, each carrying two mrem, pulled swiftly behind two strangely sleek herd beasts. In the hands of the mrem were what seemed to Talwe almost awkwardly long spears, the leading one aiming straight for Sleisher’s red cape. 

			“Chariots!” screamed one of Talwe’s mrem. “Chariots from the east!” With those words, the three Cragsclavian leaders lost all control of their warriors. 

			Talwe screamed orders, but his mrem would not obey. They thought only to flee the strange weapons that rumbled toward them. Now Arklier saw his opportunity and led his clansmrem forward, slashing and tearing at the retreating guardsmrem and what remained of Sruss’ warriors. The darkfur waited as long as he could, then turned and raced for the gates. At his sides ran archers, and swordsmrem, and spearmrem, fear driving them on.

			Suddenly Talwe’s heart filled with shame. Turning, he walked calmly back toward the advancing highlanders. A few mrem from the castle had been overtaken by clansmrem or held. Most had rallied to one spot and Talwe realized why. At the front of Cragsclaw’s last line, the White Dancer of the Wilds waved her sword above her head and called them to her. Spinning gracefully, the Dancer engaged with two warriors, and felled them both as Talwe rushed to her aid. Then there was a rumble and the mass of clansmrem surging toward the last defenders split apart. The chariots had turned and were making a second sweep across the battlefield. 

			The dark-furred mrem leaped forward, hoping to join Sruss in time to meet the carts. Suddenly he pulled up short and realized what had inspired the Dancer’s hopeless stand. At her feet lay a body clad in dark red.

			By the time Talwe actually reached the white-furred mrem, the chariots were almost upon them. “Jump!” she cried, and the two of them rolled to one side. A long spear passed within inches of his back and Talwe wondered how they could fight these bizarre weapons. On his feet once more, Talwe watched the beasts strain against their traces and he remembered hunting bundor. 

			The chariots’ wheels threw up dirt as they skidded into a tight turn and raced back for another strike. Rushing to his left, the dark-furred bandit crouched among some fallen bodies and waited for the closest chariot to gain speed. When it straightened and started toward the Dancer, he turned and sped toward it from the side. As he came alongside he drew out his sword, and the mrem in the chariot were too startled to react. Worse yet his spear was too long and cumbersome to strike at the running mrem only a step away. Sword flashing, Talwe sought out the legs of the sleek, brown beast. 

			His blade sliced through the foreleg of the nearest beast. Blood spurted and soaked the bandit’s fur. The beast staggered and Talwe slashed again as it stumbled, this time cutting through a hind leg, and then, as the beast put its weight on that leg, it fell, screaming shrilly. The tongue of the chariot jammed into the ground and the cart flew into the air, spilling its riders. The driver screamed, and when it touched ground once more the full weight of the vehicle smashed into the mrem who had wielded the long spear. 

			The riders may have been out of reach, but the animals pulling them were not.

			To Talwe’s right, the Dancer stood watching him. The highlanders had pulled back to allow room for the chariots, and a second chariot was nearly upon her. Blood flowed down her arm and stained the fur on her hand, but as he watched, Talwe saw her dodge a badly thrust long spear and swing her sword across the throat of a second beast. She jumped aside at precisely the right moment, as that cart rolled onto its side. Then she stumbled over Lord Sleisher’s body, barely avoiding being crushed by one of the massive wheels which was thrown free of the wreckage. Talwe could see that her strength was nearly gone. He ran to her.

			The last of the chariots had taken a wider turn and had disappeared into the line of clansmrem who had halted to watch the drama. Now it broke toward Talwe and the Dancer, and again they saw the point of the long spear. Then suddenly Talwe saw a flash in the sky, and the left side herd beast screamed as it collapsed. This chariot also rolled over on its driver and when the wreck stopped it was less than three strides from where they stood. 

			With a quick slash Talwe slew the dazed spearmrem who still clung to the edge of the battered cart. Another slash and he freed the uninjured herd beast. It was simply too graceful to slay. This second pulling beast kicked and snorted as it ran in fear from the field. 

			“Mithmid,” Sruss explained pointing to a figure on the wall. “He gave us time. Now let’s not waste it.” She pointed to a body that lay at her feet. “Help me carry Lord Sleisher home,” she finished in a quiet voice. Talwe looked around and found they were alone on the field. Everyone else had escaped back to the fortress while they had dueled with the chariots.

			Crethok screeched and berated his clansmrem, but not one moved to threaten the bloodied couple as they dragged the body of the fallen lord toward the castle. Arklier actually halted a warrior who tried to stop them. When they reached the gate Talwe hesitated, then raised his sword in a salute. Many of the clansmrem replied, and he noticed wearily that Arklier was among those who did. Then, as if ordered, the highlanders turned and walked back to their camp. All this time Crethok could be heard, stalking behind the mass of clansmrem, bellowing threats and obscenities. 

			

•



			That night, amid chants and songs, the body of the Lord of Cragsclaw was carried from the great hall and through the gate that led east from the fortress. He was dressed in black robes and atop him was folded his bloodstained, red war cape. The broken blade of his sword also lay across his chest and gave testament to the cause of his death. The pale cream fur on his face gleamed brightly in the light of two moons, and for once the cold wind subsided, leaving only a soft, warming breeze from the south and east.

			No soldier would accept an order to stay on the walls, even the former bandits. Out of the gate marched every defender of Cragsclaw. They were chanting words so old they had lost their meaning. Ten guards of honor carried their fallen Lord out of the fortress, across the bloodstained snow and laid him on a stone bier two hundred paces from the wall. For three hundred years the lords of Cragsclaw had lain here in death. It had been Talwe’s decision this one would as well. Mithmid had thought it a meaningless risk.

			It is sung in Ar that a warrior fallen in battle should be burned. The fire, say the songs, frees the soul quickly, so that it may join its new body at once. The greater the light from the flames, the better the gods will know a true warrior has come to them. So it was that Mithmid of Ar, as representative of King Andelemarian, sang the last words of the death chant. Then Talwe touched a torch to the pile of oil-soaked wood his soldiers had stacked around the low stone pyre. From the walls of the fortress the people of Cragsclaw watched the flames. One hundred warriors walked slowly around the growing flames, weeping loudly as they sang of their fallen Lord’s victories.

			By the gate a second hundred warriors formed into a tight square, in whose center was the body of Keth Sleisher. They marched forward and added it to the burning funeral pyre, just as the flames reached their lord’s body. From among the dark mass of soldiers a single voice sang. It sang of loss and hope, victory and the price of defeat. The song rose and fell, and the flames flowed with it. Hesitantly at first, then loudly, then the garrison took up the song. Finally all the warriors’ voices were raised as the song reached its end. As it finished, the north wind began to rise.

			Then, from the top of the battlements, came the voice of the Dancer of the Wilds. Keening and frantic, it wailed high and long, singing no words but knowing only emotion. When the Cragsclavians heard it, they turned their heads to look. 

			What they saw was Sruss on a wooden platform stretched across the top of the castle’s highest tower. Torches lit the area until it was almost a second burning pyre. Her hair was shorter, but it was the purest white. And then she danced, danced with the rising wind itself. Her body moved with the sound of her voice, until Talwe thought he saw her meld with her mournful cry. She spun, and she whirled, and she crouched and she stretched, and her white fur caught the moonlight and glittered with her motions. And the long wail went forward, and the flames rose up higher, burning white rather than orange in the darkness. The subjects of Cragsclaw stopped their death-songs at the sight, murmuring to themselves the myth of the first White Dancer.

			Far in the distance, Talwe saw Arklier. For a second the darkfur began to order a hasty return to the fortress but he looked at the clansmrem and stopped. The ClanSon’s arm was raised high, but there was no weapon in his hand. Instead, a torch blazed. Then those behind him began lighting more torches until the highlanders stood beneath a roof of fire. Then Talwe took the torch Mithmid had used, raised it, and then strode toward the ClanSon until they stood only a pace apart. Then he raised his torch, joining in their tribute. For a hundred heartbeats no one in the valley moved or spoke; the only sound was the crackle of the funeral fire. Then once more the voice of the Dancer wailed its mournful, wordless eulogy across the fire-lit valley. The flames grew fierce, burning white and even blue at their center. Then they returned to normal, orange and yellow and capering in the now-cold wind. Nothing remained of either Sleisher’s body. Arklier and every clansmrem smothered their torches into the earth at their feet. Only Talwe’s torch remained lit. The clansmrem followed the ClanSon back into the darkness. The warriors of Cragsclaw then too returned to the warmth of their walls. 

			A sharp, cold gust of wind extinguished the torches of the tower as the Dancer finished swaying in the center. Soon the night held only the waning coals of the pyre and a lone dark figure still holding aloft his single, flickering torch.
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			THEY LOWERED Jremm and Reswen over the gates of Ar at midnight, dressed as servants. Reswen carried no weapon save a small knife. If stopped they would claim to be fleeing the city, as many mrem did each night. He moved swiftly and silently over the field toward the nobles’ camp. Behind him, Jremm kept pace, praying to Ormin that he make no noise at all.

			He wondered, as he walked, why Berrilund had sent him along. For most of these weeks he had been of almost no use, except perhaps for the information he had gained about Draldren or the assassins. Since that time so much had happened, most of it beyond any hope of his understanding, that the memory of the night he had seen Rennilan in Arbunda’s Rest was already beginning to fade. Even his memory of his lost love had blurred. All he remembered was her face. 

			Now, Berrilund had sent him to capture the king’s brother. What possible help he could offer Reswen was something else he couldn’t understand. But he had come, because he did not know how to refuse. Whatever lack of faith he had in himself was simply not shared by the co-leader of the Council.

			The sounds of the camp were loud now. To their left someone screamed in agony and another voice laughed. He assured himself Berrilund felt he was worthy. This heartened him. It gave him strength. But it did absolutely nothing to calm his wild fears.

			They walked straight toward the camp. Reswen crouched, and Jremm followed his lead. They came to a road, and the warrior briefly stopped. Then he picked up the young wizard and threw him to the other side. Jremm turned in the air, spun himself around, and landed noiselessly on the balls of his feet. His hands touched the ground as he let himself fall forward.

			Clearing the road in one strong leap, Reswen joined him and smiled and nodded toward the camp. They were close now, so close that in the moonlight they could make out the guards and hear the crackle of the cook fires. Two guards blocked this road, two only; but both carried swords unsheathed and at the ready. Each time they turned their backs Reswen scurried forward, the faint sound of his footfalls far too soft to be heard. Jremm, too, closed the distance as silently as possible, but he feared that the world could hear the thunder in his heart.

			Suddenly Reswen stopped. Perfectly still, he listened to the sounds around them. Then he dropped to his hands and knees and motioning Jremm to follow, he began to crawl. So silent and skilled was his advance that Jremm barely saw him in the darkness at all. No wonder he had once thought the mrem had been a thief. 

			A surge of power flashed through the wizard’s brain. Jremm shook his head, but it did not go away. Instead it forced him to turn to his right, and he felt his eyes focus on a tent straight ahead. It was larger than most and alternately striped red and yellow, the garish colors visible even in the firelight. Surprisingly no guard stood at the entrance. At once Jremm knew that Gerianan was there, and at once he knew too why Berrilund had made him come. 

			He was simply, importantly, a medium for the Council. Through him they would help the mercenary find the king’s brother. For a moment he resented it, detested the manipulation, but when his first fury calmed, he understood why there was no choice. He had learned, slinking through Ar, both secrecy and stealth, and both were needed if Reswen’s mission was to succeed. No one else on the Council was capable of approaching the camp undetected. Almost unbelievably, he was the only one among all those powerful magicians who could do it.

			He hissed deep in his throat, and Reswen turned. When he pointed to the tent, near the south side of the camp, the warrior simply nodded and turned to crawl toward it. With a sickening letdown, the novice wizard realized he was now expendable. He could not stay here in the trampled field; the two guards would discover him easily on their next pass. There was nothing to do but follow Reswen. This he did until finally the tent stood but two strides away. 

			Drawing his knife, Reswen rose to his feet. He crept into the shadows at the side of the tent, gesturing for Jremm to remain where he was. Jremm held his breath and waited, watching the tent’s entrance just a few steps away. Then suddenly, behind Reswen, a figure stepped into the light, and when Jremm saw the sword he drew out his knife and prepared a strong, silent leap.

			The guard spotted Reswen. Raising his sword high, he opened his mouth to yell, and Jremm tensed the muscles in his legs and put out his claws. But suddenly a flash of the power washed through his head, and when his eyes cleared he saw the guard lying on the ground. His mouth was still open, but his chest didn’t move. Jremm could sense he was dead.

			Feeling more vital to their effort, Jremm watched with renewed vigilance. Reswen reached for the blanket that covered the entrance. Looking in, he stared for almost a full minute, then pulled the blanket back and slipped out of sight.

			Jremm heard a groan, then a scuffle, than at last a short cry that ended in a muffled, fading whine. Reswen emerged from the tent with the king’s brother a step behind. There was blood on their pants and fur. To Jremm’s puzzled look the warrior shook his head, as he led Gerianan quickly and less quietly out of the camp toward the east. 

			Then the nobles came.

			The muffled whine must have been loud enough, in the silence of the camp, to alert someone. And in a camp of war, sound sleep was almost unheard of. But the reasons did not matter, for the race was now on. Gerianan shouted, and Reswen grabbed his arm, and Jremm started running as fast as he possibly could.

			They bounded across the road, their ears pressed back and their heads thrust forward. Gerianan ran with them, neither resisting nor trying to turn back. Beside him ran Reswen, his graceful stride mocking Jremm’s frantic pumping, the strength of the mercenary’s muscles apparent with every step. Every few heartbeats he would turn to look at Gerianan, but the prince matched them step for step.

			The gate was now in sight. Atop it burned the flame of Bralittar, the flame of Ar that shone for friends of the city. To Jremm it seemed that the flame blazed for him, lighting his fearful and tortured way home. He ran in panic toward it, his bursts of breath now short and harsh, and in terror he wondered if his legs would keep him going. He could hardly feel them, and he began to stumble more than run.

			Then he looked up, and he saw the gate open. Out of it streamed the king’s personal guard, marching swiftly toward the approaching noblemrem. Jremm ran past them, falling on the ground once through their ranks. By the time he gained his breath, the noise of battle was strong in his ears.

			He stood up on uncertain legs. Before him the guard slaughtered those who had not given up the chase. At their front stood Reswen, a sword now in his hands, the blood on its tip shining in the moonlight. And there, beside him, his own sword swirling, was Gerianan. 

			Then the battle ended, as suddenly as it had started. Thirty of the nobles’ army lay dead on the ground, the dead of Ar totaling less than ten. The rest of the nobles’ mrem had retreated back toward the safety of their camp. A shout rang out from the victorious mrem. Then Andelemarian strode out from the gates, and the mrem raised their swords to salute their king’s approach. 

			He stopped in front of Reswen. The warrior bowed, then stood aside and said, “Majesty of Ar, I return as you commanded. The prisoner has fought beside me.” 

			“Why?” was the king’s only word. 

			Gerianan stepped forward. “Because I was wrong. And wronged, as well. The nobles held me captive. They needed my title, but would never let me rule. Better a prince than a pawn. I know that now.” 

			“Why should I believe you?” the king asked angrily. His words were hissed, almost a challenge. 

			Gerianan stared into his eyes. “I don’t know,” he whispered. Jremm noticed that blood stained his fur where a sword had cut one shoulder. 

			“If I might speak,” Reswen interrupted, “I can offer some information.” His tone was calm.

			At the king’s nod, he continued. “Three guards held him,” he explained. “Unless I misjudged completely, they were preventing his escape, not my entry. That is why I was able to kill two before the third could react. When he did, I thought the plan was destroyed.” 

			He paused and looked around. “But before he could shout, Majesty, the Prince Gerianan leaped on him, took away his knife, and sliced through his throat. He tried to scream as he died, but the most he could manage was a high whine. That alone saved the plan. The whine aroused the camp, but not as quickly as a shout. We were able to escape. It would not have been possible without the prince’s help. Nor could I have made him come against his will.” 

			“Perhaps he was merely afraid,” the king said. “Afraid that even a shout would not have spared his life.” 

			Reswen nodded. “I thought that, too,” he answered. “But during the escape his urgency was sincere, and he ran of his own will. And it was he that turned first to face the nobles, a task that I would gladly have left to the army of Ar. Gerianan wanted to fight.” 

			For a long while the king was silent. Then he turned to his brother and asked, “What do you want?” 

			Gerianan bowed slightly. “I want to reinstate myself as Prince of Ar,” he said. “I want to prove to the people of Ar that I no longer desire your throne. I will renounce all claim, if you wish. I want to help you find a proper heir.”

			Again the king stood silent. At last he said, “Your words are convincing, as is your manner. But I withhold full judgment until you have given us proof. I will say, though, brother, that I too want these things. Prove your sincerity, and I will rejoice in your return. There is no joy in doubting one’s own brother. On that day, Ar will celebrate and so will we... together.” 

			Gerianan smiled. “Let me begin,” he said, “by leading a part of your army into battle.” 

			Andelemarian showed surprise. “When?” he asked. “And why only part?”

			“Tonight is the first answer,” his brother replied. “Tonight against the nobles. I know their camp, and I know their weaknesses. As for the other, I want only part. The part that will bear the brunt of the battle. If I live, all is proven. If not, it will not matter. So you know I do not plan to betray you, let Reswen command the whole.”

			For a moment the king looked startled. He stared into his brother’s eyes, sorting through Gerianan’s words to see which might be true. At last he looked away, first off to the east and then down to the ground. Gerianan stood and waited as the mrem of the guard held its breath. 

			“Reswen is able,” the king broke the silence. “But no more able than you. And so you will split the command. Then the people will know my brother has returned and is welcome.” At this Gerianan smiled and looked at the warrior. Reswen seemed shocked, nearly unable to move. Then the king reached out and pulled his brother to him. Together they clasped each other amid the cheers of the guard. 

			“But you will need a commander,” Andelemarian continued when the cheers ended. “With two generals, a commander is needed to keep you from argument and dissent.” He looked to the sky, then again to the east where the first false light was beginning to glow, and then at the dimming stars. When he brought his head down he announced his decision. 

			“I will command the army of Ar,” announced the king. Once more the cheers of the guard echoed off the towering city gate.
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			Preparations sped. The army was ready at dawn. As the light came red to the cold eastern sky, Andelemarian called for Jremm. Flattered by the summons, surprised the king even thought of him, the young wizard hurried to where the king stood alone. 

			“I am at your service,” he said. 

			“And you have served well, my H’satie,” the king answered. “But you will not serve me as well as a soldier. I command you to return to Berrilund at once.” 

			Jremm stood in shock. “But Berrilund said....” he began. 

			“I know what he said,” the king replied. “But he, too, must obey my commands. Tell him I have sent you to him, because I believe he will need your strength more than I. There is more to this than dissenting nobles. Something evil stirs in the east. Something even I can feel.” 

			Confused and puzzled, Jremm bowed and turned away. He almost ran through the gates of the inner palace, suddenly realizing that the king now knew of the Council. For years Eronucu had kept its secret well, but now Andelemarian spoke almost openly of its existence. Soon he would ask Berrilund for the reason.

			But for now he walked wearily through the palace. Opening a door, Oormet beckoned him inside. The old mrem took him down to the kitchen, where Berrilund awaited him. On the wall hung a large, grease-filthy apron. Then the three walked the corridors to the palace’s lowest levels, and they entered the Council-room and took the last seats. 

			“Oormet has joined us, though only as an advisor,” Berrilund announced. “He has long suspected something was protecting the king. I have decided it is better we work together. When all this is over, we will formally thank him.” 

			The graying chamberlain stood up. “I am old, too old to fight,” he observed in a low voice, “but not so old that I can sit idly by. Berrilund has told me of the danger from the east. I must admit that I am almost overwhelmed at the extent of your con... uh, organization, but grateful for your assistance. There is little I can contribute except knowledge, but what there is you may use as you will.”

			Lanalia leaned toward him. “We have no time, old friend,” she said. “Tell us what you see. Tell us how they fare.”

			The healer’s words were soothing. As he began the chant of seeing, Jremm found them pleasant, making it easier to open his mind to the others. And then Jremm saw, clearly in his mind, the army of the king as it awaited the order to march. To his left he saw Reswen, to his right Gerianan. Only the king was missing, and Jremm wondered if he would appear at the front of the ranks.

			But suddenly the view changed. Reswen and Gerianan seemed to move back, while the warriors flowed by him on all sides. A few minutes later he saw no warriors at all, only the light that shone from the camp straight ahead. Then quickly the army swung back into view. This time they faced him, and they stood with swords high. 

			“Eastward we march,” he heard a voice say. Suddenly it dawned on him that the voice was his own. Or not his own, really, but the voice of the king. Then he felt foolish, and laid his head in his arms, realizing at last what the presence of the chamberlain had done. Oormet had given him Andelemarian’s eyes.

			“We march,” the voice repeated. “We march against the rebellion of the nobles of Ar. We will march quickly, and we will not stop. The nobles will meet us in battle, and we will fight until it is won.

			“For some, this battle will be bitter. You will fight today against mrem of your own blood. I did not want this, but neither can I prevent it. For others, this battle will mean death. For that I am sorry, but once more there is no choice. Bralittar will guide the warriors that fall, and it is sung in the songs that in death you will be happy.

			“Only one thing is certain. The battle will not be easily won. The mrem we fight are mrem who fight like us. They have trained as we have, and they know what we know. But one thing marches with us, and this thing will go far to winning the day for us. We have on our side Bralittar himself. For Bralittar guards the city of Ar. 

			“Let us march, and fight, for the glory of Ar.”

			When the two armies met, there was no battle. They had formed to defend themselves, but no noble gave the order to attack. It was almost as if they were unable to act, their eyes showing fear and confusion. These were brave mrem, many of whom had proven themselves in other battles. Andelemarian took their hesitation as an admission of error. He resolved to leniency for all who had stood by his brother. His confidence rose as the nobles’ ranks parted to let him pass. 

			So the king did not stop. Instead he marched, at the head of his guard, unmolested through the camp, straight for the tent where the strange light that still shone. None dared oppose him, for he was the king and Gerianan stood by his side, and he strode with the strength that lay deep in his blood. 

			Over the opening hung a blanket, and the king tore it down. Stepping into the tent, he looked down at the floor. There, motionless, stood a sand-colored mrem. His fur bristled, and his back was arched, and his ears lay back on his head. And around his head a green light glowed. 

			Then the king screamed, “Liskash!” 

			Inside the Council’s chamber Berrilund scrambled to project a barrier between the king and that light. He was too late. 

			The sandfur opened his eyes. Out of them poured a deadly green light. But Andelemarian did not move, did not blink, did not breathe. He simply stared at the light, and drew it into himself. 

			“Hold it inside!” Berrilund shouted, and Jremm felt the force of the Council’s great strength. He felt green light enter the king’s brain, felt the brain fight the terror that the king now knew. Then the sandfur pulled hard to release the light, but the Wizards of Ar held it unrelentingly inside. 

			To Jremm, hardly more than an observer, the two powers seemed to grapple forever, as the light burned hot. Brighter now, and hotter still, it took the king’s mind and twisted it so violently that Jremm heard himself scream. Again, and once again, it squeezed and twisted and stabbed at the golden light that trapped it, but the sandfur could not find the strength to tear it free. Then at last the green light weakened, and flickered, and died with a distant agonized moan. The last thing Jremm saw was the sandfur fading. Then all went black, and Jremm opened his eyes. Oormet was crying, tears staining his fur. Jremm shivered. There had been a stark, ravening emptiness that still chilled him just before the contact had broken. 

			Andelemarian was dead. The king had died.

			Even this far inside the palace they could hear the sounds of the battle raging outside. The nobles, throwing off their daze when Cwynid vanished, had attacked immediately. Reswen had already ordered the army of Ar into the gap they had left for Andelemarian to pass, and so before the fighting began the nobles’ center was split. The king’s guard, now led by Gerianan, burst from the camp behind them, determined to exact revenge for the king’s death. 

			“The sandfur is gone,” he heard Berrilund say. “But I do not think he is dead.” 

			“He’s alive,” Gaelor grunted. “He fled. That’s all.” 

			“Will he return?” Oormet’s voice muttered.

			“Not here,” Berrilund answered. “We will not see him near Ar. He knows we finally have him marked. Whatever else he may do, Cwinyd will not come near Ar.”

			Jremm raised his head. “He will go to Cragsclaw,” he whispered, his voice drained of strength and his heart filled with sorrow. “Mithmid has told me of him.” 

			Berrilund started. “What did he say?”

			“Cwinyd was there,” the young wizard mumbled. “At Sruss’s battle. Mithmid didn’t know his name, but he mentioned the sand-colored fur. Cwinyd was the one whose magic has aroused the highlanders.” 

			“Then,” said Lanalia, “we must turn our attention there.” 

			“We will,” said Berrilund. “As soon as Gerianan has won. But first we must prevent any interference in the battle here and then recover. If we try to act now, when we are all exhausted, we will lose everything.” 

			“We must save Sruss,” Gaelor protested. 

			“We have to act wisely or we will lose both heirs,” Berrilund corrected. 
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			“You betray me, Arklier,” Crethok fumed at his brother. “Yesterday you failed to reinforce my attack and as a result it failed.” 

			“It had already failed,” the other ClanSon rebutted bitterly. “You were throwing away lives. My mrem will be needed for the next assault.”

			“Nor did you kill that bandit.” The younger brother accused. “You show more respect for the enemy than for your own brother.” He resented the way all the mrem had followed Arklier’s lead ten days earlier during the Sleishers’ funeral. His efforts to persuade even his own guard to attack while the castle’s garrison was exposed had failed. 

			“He has more honor,” Arklier replied viciously. There was disgust in his tone. Outside, the clansmrem were cold and exhausted. Already the foragers had to travel over half a day to find un-pillaged villages. “I am considering ordering my clansmrem home.” 

			“You cannot!” Crethok snapped. 

			“And why not?” Arklier answered just as loudly. 

			“Because you agreed to obey me for this siege,” the younger mrem insisted. His tone was quieter. Not cowed, but calculating. 

			“I agreed to join you,” his brother corrected. “And only on the urging of your pet wizard.”

			The flap opened and the tan form of Cwynid stumbled into the tent. He wore bronze armor, as if coming from a battle, but it was scorched and burned. His fur was matted and dirty and his teeth yellowed. Both brothers froze at the sight. Arklier expected some comment that would indicate his insult had been overheard. He got none. 

			“You must continue the siege,” the magician insisted. 

			Both mrem continued to stare. 

			“The Lords have ordered it.” Cwynid said this as if it resolved everything. 

			Arklier stood as if slapped. Crethok stared at the furs on the tent’s floor. 
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			It had been three ten-days since Lord Sleisher’s death. They had held against a fierce assault the next morning and three more since. Nine days earlier Talwe had ordered gathered all the food that remained and placed it in the castle’s citadel. Now Mithmid oversaw armed guardsmrem who ensured every mrem received his fair portion. There was little else for him to do. The magics of the Eastern Lords had nullified his own skill. Every few days the portion each mrem was given to eat diminished. Next week there would be only enough for the guardsmrem. 

			Morian was gone.

			A guard’s report had brought Mithmid to Sruss’s bed with the news. Morian had left the fortress during the night, eluding the watch and lowering herself over the walls at the end of a rope. She went down the west wall, at the point closest to the highlanders’ camp. Sruss had little doubt as to the goal of the tortured female’s quest.

			When she awoke again the Dancer saw Talwe standing on the wall. He stared out toward the highland camp, searching the snow for Morian’s body in the first light of dawn. But she knew he would find nothing, knew that the female was beyond their help. They could not follow, because Cragsclaw was ringed by foes. To leave the fortress was to court certain death. 

			Unless, as with Morian, the leaving was done alone and at night. 

			From the other window of her tower Sruss could see Mithmid on the east wall. Shielding his eyes from the rising sun, he looked out at the eastern warriors who had arrived at last. They were over a mile away, and in the brightness of the sun and snow they were almost impossible to see. But the wizard saw enough to know that many were not mrem. A haze of power covered them. At first he thought it was a defensive measure, then he realized it simply provided warmth. The liskash were said to have no body heat of their own and the cold would test them badly. 

			He knew, equally well, that the defenders of Cragsclaw must not know of their approach. 

			So the wizard from Ar raised his arms, and chanted a song, and a thin veil of mist fell slowly over the field. Through it he could see the marching squares of warriors, but individual creatures were for a while obscured. Keeping the mist in place would command precious strength, but if the warriors in the fortress knew the liskash had come, none of his magic would stop a fatal panic. 

			Now Jremm’s voice came inside his head. “The Council will join,” it said, “as soon as you are prepared.” Mithmid knew that this message was good news, but as he stared at the mist he wondered what strength would be needed. From across the long miles the magic would weaken, and all of it depended on his own will. He felt pitiful now, a despicable dabbler in amateur magics. Whatever Berrilund believed of him, Mithmid of Ar was still only a beginner. 

			“It won’t be long,” he replied to the younger mrem. “The liskash are here. And one with power waits among with the highlanders. I felt him last night. It kept me awake. I’m tired.” 

			Jremm answered. “I will tell Berrilund. But I have another message from him. He says you must announce that the Three are coming to Cragsclaw.” 

			The Three! Of course. The Great Wizards of Ar, believed still to live. He knew, as did all the Council, that the Three was merely the Council, but since none here but Sruss knew the Council existed, the name of the Three was to them very real. If he made the announcement well, Cragsclaw’s morale would lift. If he made the announcement just right, it might even balance the dread of knowing they were besieged by liskash.

			All that day, nothing happened. Talwe strode the walls, watching for another assault. Hundreds of new warriors, sheltered by a mist, had joined the enemy, but for some reason Crethok and Arklier hesitated. There was even a pause in the continual bombardment endured since the siege began. Glad for the rest the delay gave his warriors, he was concerned even more for what plans the highlanders were making. Neither brother was a fool, and the delay was not useless. 

			The thin mist did not lift. Talwe wondered why, but once more he was glad. He could not see clearly into the highlanders’ camp, and through that thin shroud it looked somehow unreal. If it only were. Still, for some reason he felt safer than he had for the past several days. 

			Then he wondered if Morian was still alive. 

			She had nearly been killed on the battlefield. He had seen her bending over him, her head against his chest, but with the swirling of his head he had thought she was a dream. It seemed a long time ago that he had taken her hand, but the hand was like ice and her eyes did not react. Yet she had dragged him from the battlefield, according to the mrem from his band, carried him until she could take no more steps. Now she was gone, and he did not know where. 

			“My lord,” said a black-cloaked soldier, startling him from his thoughts. 

			“I’m not your lord,” he replied. “Sleisher is your lord.” 

			The warrior shook his head. “Lord Sleisher is dead,” he said calmly. “His son is dead too.” Then he looked at the darkfur and said, “Before Lord Sleisher died, he placed you in command. There were no other instructions. That command must still hold.” 

			Talwe, Lord of Cragsclaw. He turned his head and looked out into the mist. Lord of a dying fortress, he said only to himself. He did not want to be lord of anything. 

			“My lord,” the warrior persisted. 

			Talwe looked at him. 

			“The Dancer and Mithmid have asked me to find you,” he explained. “They want you to come to them. I am to lead you.” 

			He said this with pride, and Talwe responded with a friendly nod. “I’ll come,” he said. “Lead me there, warrior.” And the soldier of Cragsclaw bowed low to the grasslander, then turned on his heel and walked quickly through the streets. 
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			“The liskash have come,” Mithmid said. “I have concealed them in mist.” 

			Sruss nodded, fear evident in her laid-back ears and half-sheathed claws, but she held herself steady. Talwe realized she had never faced the liskash as he had. 

			“Any word of aid from Ar?” he asked Mithmid. He knew that it had better be soon or there would be little left to relieve. 

			“There is strong help available already. They will join at my command,” was the reply. 

			Talwe interrupted. “Join what?” he asked. 

			“I’m sorry,” Mithmid answered. “I should have explained. They’ll join, Talwe, with my mind. The way your mind joined with Cwinyd’s. Only this time the joining will not be a battle.” 

			“Why do we wait?” the darkfur asked. 

			Mithmid inhaled. “Because the army sent from Ar will not arrive for two days. If I spend my strength now, and the strength of the Council with it, my battle will do nothing to help whatever relief Ar can give. We must hold the fortress until Gerianan gets here, and then we must attack together. I can see no other way to hope for victory.” 

			“Gerianan?” the dark-furred mrem wondered aloud. 

			“I know no gentle way to say this,” Mithmid began, looking at Sruss, not Talwe. “All mrem have their time. After it passes, a few are remembered forever for what they have accomplished. A mrem also lives on in the memory of those who loved him.” 

			The mrem seemed hesitant to talk. Talwe stood staring, confused by the wizard’s words. Was he speaking of Lord Sleisher, or even Talwe himself? Then Mithmid spoke again, still facing Sruss, only occasionally glancing at the dark-furred mrem next to her. 

			“Your, um, king was killed by the Eastern Lords while defending Ar. He died as he ruled, with dignity. We will all remember him as a great king.” 

			Talwe wondered why was Mithmid so concerned about how gently he told about the death of a king he had never even seen. Then the dark mrem realized that the magician was speaking to Sruss. 

			Talwe looked at Sruss. She seemed calm, but he noticed her claws were extended. 

			“They may be here in as little as two days.” The wizard hurried to distract them with other concerns. As he spoke he reached out to Sruss, pulling her arm as if to guide her off the wall. 

			“And even then....” Talwe muttered. 

			“Even then,” Sruss shot back angrily and pulling her arm free, though with a slight waver at first, “we will fight until we die. If you wish to surrender, Talwe, then leave the fortress and walk to Arklier’s camp. Ever since Sleisher’s death, you’ve acted as if there’s no hope. If you truly feel that way, then go away. Cragsclaw does not need you.” 

			Sruss then turned her back to the two mrem and stared out into the mist. She stood rigid, unmoving for several seconds. Then Talwe strode to her and spoke. His eyes burned with fury. “I have not surrendered,” he hissed, “and I have not given up hope. But I will not pretend that the battle is won, because I don’t even know if winning is possible. Sleisher’s death meant much, because when he was alive Cragsclaw lived with him. Now it seems silent, waiting for death, waiting for something to put it from its misery.” 

			“Like Morian?” Sruss said. There was no inflection in her voice at all, just carefully controlled tones. 

			“Like Morian,” Talwe answered, softening. His head fell to his chest, and his eyes filled with tears. 

			“Morian is not dead,” the whitefur announced. “She is with Crethok, but she is not dead.” Then she too cried, wracking sobs that confused Talwe further. Why cry if Morian still lived? 

			“With Crethok?” asked Talwe quickly. 

			Mithmid cut in, literally standing between Sruss and the warrior. “Why is she with Crethok?” he demanded gently. 

			“We need time,” Sruss explained. “Morian is buying it for us.”

			Talwe’s eyes blazed. “At what cost, Dancer?” he shouted, not sure what he was angry about. He was supposed to be commanding Cragsclaw, but it all felt out of control. “What will this cost?” he questioned more calmly this time. 

			“Her soul, Talwe,” Sruss explained, as her sobs came less often, “something she’s already lost.” 

			Mithmid covered his face with his hands. “You knew of this?” he asked, looking up once more. 

			“Yes,” nodded the whitefur. “She told me she was going.” She seemed in control of herself again.

			Talwe grabbed her shoulder, his anger returning. It was all he could do to keep his claws retracted. “You should have stopped her!” he spat. “You’ve allowed her to die.” 

			The Dancer looked at him, and slowly shook her head. “I have no power to stop anyone,” she said. “She is free, Talwe. Free. You still don’t know what that means, do you?” 

			“No,” he said. “Not the way you do.” And he turned to the door, and went angrily from the room. Then Sruss looked at Mithmid. 

			“She has roused him,” said Sruss. “The plan succeeded.” 

			“Yes,” Mithmid sighed. “And she has bought us some time.” He paused, then added, “But at what cost to Morian?”

			Sruss touched his arm. “That, Mithmid, was her own choice. More choice perhaps than the rest will have tomorrow.”
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			AT DAWN OF the next day, the enemy stormed the walls once more. From the west came the highlanders, their catapults flinging fire and stones, archers arcing arrows over the wall. But the mrem in the fortress did not panic. Talwe ran along the wall as always and directed the defense. For the fire there was water, and for the arrows there were shields. Only the stones did the damage the enemy wanted, but little of that damage was to the defenders themselves. 

			Then out of the east came the liskash army, and Mithmid cried out the alert from a tower window. Once more he raised his mist, thicker this time and more heavy, and the archers who joined him fired only at half-seen shapes. Soon the mist was helped when a thick flurry of snow began to fall. A return hail of arrows that seemed almost too thick to shoot and mrem-sized spears rattled off the stone. Bodies that fell were covered by the thickening snow in seconds. Most of the arrows and spears of the liskash fell short. 

			From the wall Talwe noticed they seemed almost hesitant to close. Instead a wave of dark-furred mrem rushed past them and at the wall. These mrem were poorly armed and dressed in rags, but they fought bravely enough and there was a very large number of them. Twice waves of dark-furred mrem came close to overwhelming different sections of the walls, but failed. When a lull came no one commented that their fur was the same color as Talwe’s. Then there was no time as another wave of dark-furred mrem swept toward the wall. 

			Suddenly, at midnight, the attack stopped short. Talwe ran to the walls and looked out across the west. The highlanders stood as if frozen, some cowering against the freshly fallen snow. Talwe ordered the archers to shoot. One shot only was all they managed. 

			For out of the mist to the east of the fortress there came a great shape flying above the walls. Then it slowed, and it turned, and with a long, low wail it began its descent. Down into the streets it swept its huge form, and the mrem of Cragsclaw fell cringing against the castle’s stone walls. One who was too slow disappeared into one massive claw. Seconds later, a mangled form thudded onto the roof of the great hall as the monster sailed over it and swung to make another pass. 

			“Dragon!” cried voices filled with terror. 

			The monster was dark, deep green with fierce eyes that glowed a sickly pale green. It was huge, and the snow that masked it made the gigantic liskash more terrifying still. Each wing was twenty mrem long and its tail as thick as an uxan. Its claws were longer than a full-grown mrem. The cold air keened loudly as the enormous reptile’s scaled wings cut through it. 

			From atop a house near the east wall, Mithmid raised his arms. A bolt of golden light snaked from his fingers, striking the beast’s eyes and forcing it to turn. On the wall above, Talwe drew his sword and sliced at its belly, but the serpent was too high and the darkfur missed his target. 

			From the west wall sang a volley of arrows. One pierced an eye, another lodged in the throat. Looking up, Talwe saw Sruss with the archers, forcing them to swallow their fear and fight. The huge beast staggered, but it did not falter, and when it climbed into the sky Talwe knew it would not go away. 

			It turned and began another dive, this time straight for the wizard Mithmid, who had climbed to the wall near Talwe to have a clearer view of the menace. Mithmid stood tall, and raised his hands aloft, and the night was shattered by a bright, hot blast. Once more the archers shot, and once more Talwe swung. This time he struck, and green blood spattered his fur, and with a low, mournful wail the great beast flapped its wings. These carried him unsteadily back over the wall, and the force of the wind from their beating threw the defenders to their knees. With a screech that echoed off the distant mountains, the monstrous liskash climbed into the snow-filled sky. Then the snow fell more thickly and the dragon was lost from sight. 

			The dark-furred mrem stormed against the wall beneath Talwe. Once more the black-clad guardsmrem toppled ladders and showered masonry and arrows on their attackers. Finally the assault ended. 

			The mrem on the walls of Cragsclaw waited for the dragon to come back, tails twitching, as they stared into the snow-filled sky. They waited but it did not return. 
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			Mithmid conjured up another mist. The mist he conjured churned so thickly that no mrem could see beyond the walls. This worried Talwe. Finally Mithmid relented and allowed a gap half an arrowshot wide to form. The twisted shapes he wished to hide had not approached that far the night before. 

			And then the wizard started a rumor, steering it throughout the fortress, that the dragon had not been real at all. “We are fighting magicians in the employ of the highlanders,” he told them, and the news was welcomed by most of the mrem. 

			In fact, Mithmid himself thought the dragon might have been conjured, a form of illusion, but he did not tell this to Talwe. Nor did he tell him that the battle had exhausted him. Some force was keeping him from tapping the power of the distant Council of the Three. 

			A net of green force had been stretched between Cragsclaw and Ar. He felt that if rested he might break through, but not in his current condition. And there seemed little likelihood of rest today. The mist was draining the last of his strength. Still, he had no choice. Cragsclaw needed this defense, for without it their terror of the liskash would take over. What would happen that night if the dragon returned, he tried desperately to put out of his mind. 

			It was the time for a decisive battle. There were fewer than two hundred unwounded defenders, though that many more wounded struggled to the walls as well. Talwe knew no dragon would be needed to take Cragsclaw, simply a massive attack on both walls. There simply was no reserve left to retake any section of the wall they had lost. 

			All that day, the expected attack did not come. Talwe watched for it, straining his eyes to see through the mist, but it did not come and the armies did not attack. He did not understand it, but was grateful. If they survived the night and Mithmid had been right, tomorrow they might be relieved. 

			Maybe that was the answer. Maybe the liskash were waiting for the night. He shuddered at that thought, just as he shuddered at the memory of the dragon. 

			He wondered at Mithmid, at the wizard’s store of strength. He well knew the price of using magic, the strain on the nerves and the drain of the power, and he knew that Mithmid must be exhausted. Yet the mist remained thick, and that was a good sign. 

			A voice behind him interrupted his thoughts. “Morian is alive,” the White Dancer said. 

			Talwe spun around. “How do you know?” his words spilled out. 

			“She has spoken with me. With my mind, at least.” 

			The darkfur nodded. “Where is she?” he asked. 

			“She is with Crethok,” was Sruss’s cold answer. “She warns that we must not attack, make no sorties. The minute we do, the liskash will storm the walls.” 

			Talwe pressed his thumbs against his temples. He stood in the street at the entrance of the great hall, rubbing at the pain, stopping himself from grabbing the Dancer and shaking her. “We won’t attack,” he said quietly. “Because we don’t have the strength.” 

			“You won’t acknowledge what she’s doing, will you?” the whitefur said. 

			“No,” replied Talwe. Even as he said it he tried to not think about Morian or what she must be suffering at the hands of Crethok. “No!” He hissed the words so vehemently a passing guardsmrem stopped and drew his sword. A few painfully thin children had ventured out to enjoy the daylight in the unusual calm. They scurried back to the shelter of the charred buildings. The Dancer just turned and shook her head, and with an uncertain step left the darkfur standing alone. 
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			At dusk, the barrage began. No one approached Cragsclaw, but the arrows, fireballs and stones flew over both walls much more thickly than ever before. Most flew over the walls themselves to smash into what was left of the buildings, buildings that were filled with the wounded and children. The fortress had been crowded when the siege started and now all but the stone buildings had been lost and most of their roofs had been burned away. The stretched blankets that served to stop the snow offered no protection from the missiles. 

			On the west wall Sruss stood directing the remaining archers. Talwe knew they had plenty of arrows, thanks to Reswen’s caravan, but fewer than a hundred skilled bowmrem remained to fire them. Highland and desert mrem arrows clattered off the wall around her. A defender shrieked as he clutched his side and fell from the wall to land with a sickening whump near Talwe on the road before him. Looking up, Talwe saw that the Dancer seemed calm and unafraid, fully in control. He suddenly envied her the chance that she might die in battle. He might fall to an unseen boulder, but her death would come from an arrow through the heart. 

			To die in battle now seemed like a dream. There were steps nearby and Talwe took them up to the top of the wall. Crouching, he looked out into the swirls Mithmid had conjured. 

			Then, suddenly, Mithmid’s mist failed. 

			In the sky the moons flared, full and bright. Across the fields they cast their light, and from the walls of the fortress the enemy was plain. From the west came shouting, as Sruss’s archers began to fall. From the east came only the sounds of mrems’ screams. 

			“Liskash!” they wailed, and they fell to the ground. Talwe raced to the walls. On each defender he laid a hand, and he spoke to their fear. Calmly he told them that the fortress would hold. At the sound of his voice some returned to their posts, but many refused to raise themselves up. “They will eat us,” came their sobs. ‘They will tear the hearts from our bodies.” Then Talwe lifted them and struck them, and some stared in terror and fled. 

			He leaped to the wall and took charge of the bowmrem Sruss had sent to assist him. “Aim for their throats!” he shouted, for he knew that even a liskash can be killed. When the first liskash fell, green blood streaming over its chest, a cry of sudden victory went out over the fortress. Then the mrem who had fled rejoined the battle, and Talwe was free to search for the wizard. 

			He found Mithmid lying against a wall. A guardsmrem’s black cloak covered his face, and his hands were clenched tightly at his sides. Talwe lifted the cloak. Mithmid’s mouth hung open. Fearing the worst, the mrem placed his cheek near the fallen magician’s mouth. He still breathed. Talwe found he was relieved, not only because they needed this mrem’s powers, but because he valued him. The darkfur lifted the small figure and carried it to his quarters. 

			Once there he gave him water, but the wizard did not drink. Then he covered him with blankets, and lay upon him to warm him more quickly. The Ar-mrem’s body was as cold as the air. 

			He closed Mithmid’s mouth and strode back into the streets. Talwe found he was tired, tired of watching mrem die. He longed as he stood there for his old village, as it had been, for Orrintar and the clean glory of the Hunt. 

			Then he remembered Ondra. 

			He had left with Crethok, or at least so Orrintar had told him. With Crethok, who now fought just outside the walls. If he was there, Morian would know, and if they could reach him.... 

			Talwe bounded up the stairs and onto the west wall. Behind the wall of archers he raced, until he stood face to face with Sruss. The Dancer was shouting, and for a moment she refused to hear him. But Talwe grabbed her shoulders, and at last her eyes met his. 

			“I have no time!” she protested. Her voice was like gravel. 

			“You must,” he argued. “I need your help.” 

			She shook herself free. “There’s a battle going on,” she said angrily, “and I seem to have to be the one who has to conduct it. Now get out of my way, and let me do what I must.” 

			“No!” he demanded. “I need your help.” 

			She faced him, and her eyes blazed. “What do you want?” she asked, and Talwe was quick to answer. 

			“Reach Morian,” he said, “and tell her to find a mrem named Ondra.” 

			Sruss shook her head. “Who’s Ondra?” Her voice was quieter now. 

			“Remember back in the village?” he replied. “Orrintar told us that Ondra had left with Crethok. He said he’d left willingly. If I can find him, he can help us.” 

			“If he left willingly,” she argued, “why will he help you?” 

			“We were friends,” was all Talwe replied. 

			Sruss stood in thought, despite the din of battle that filled the air around her. For several minutes she was silent, and Talwe stood beside her, afraid to break her thought. At last she spoke, and her voice was strangely soft. 

			“Ondra awaits your word,” she said. 

			Talwe smiled. “Tell him that the bundor are ours to command.” When the whitefur’s eyes questioned, he nodded his head. 

			“It is done,” she said after a few minutes silence. “Morian has done as you have asked.” Then she turned her back and surveyed the field, and when he heard her voice again it was filled with the force of command. 

			Talwe looked out over the wall. The highland catapults still flung fire, while their bowmrem fired clouds of arrows. There was no charge yet from the swordsmrem, no attempt to climb the walls, but into place now Crethok rolled a massive engine of war. As Talwe watched, a boulder was lifted onto it, and suddenly he saw the missile hurtling toward Cragsclaw. When it hit the wall, ten paces away and halfway up, huge pieces of stone broke away. Now he knew why they had concentrated their attack on this one wall. 

			A second boulder hit, and then a third. Each time, the wall shook harder, and Talwe had to pull himself back to his feet. He looked at the archers and saw the panic in their eyes, and then he looked for the Dancer and he saw that she was hurt. 

			Her left arm hung limply at her side, and blood dripped from a tear on her neck. She dropped to one knee and put her hand to her head, and Talwe started toward her as the fourth boulder struck. Before he could reach her, a piece of the wall came loose above her, and he watched as it glanced off her back, throwing her against the battlements to fall unconscious. 

			Talwe took command of the wall. He ordered the Dancer freed and carried to his quarters, and ordered her placed beside Mithmid and cared for. Then he looked to the eastern wall and saw that the mrem defending it were holding, despite the fire and arrows that fell endlessly from the sky. For a moment he thanked Inla for their warriors’ courage. 

			The wall shook again. Two archers fell as it collapsed beneath them. Talwe looked out and saw the enemy marching at them. In the moonlight they looked numberless, their ranks an endless blur. 

			Some highlanders led. They rushed forward with ladders and ropes, and all of Cragsclaw’s mrem could not hold against them. They swarmed up the west wall, and more came behind them. To Talwe, watching from the wall, it seemed that few enemies were falling from the archers’ arrows. But it was simply that there were so many approaching and so few archers left. Then a few clansmrem gained the top of the wall, and more crawled through where it had fallen, and Talwe’s sword swung desperately in Cragsclaw’s defense. 

			Then, miraculously, the highlanders stopped coming. Those on the wall screamed and jumped down, while those who had already entered fell to the remaining defenders. His sword dripping blood, Talwe climbed into the breach and stared over the fields. 

			The eastern army had brought more chariots, and had kept them out of arrowshot. Now the sleek beasts and their drivers lay dying. Talwe thought he could distinguish the burly form of Reswen where the fighting was the most furious. The relief column from Ar had finally arrived. 

			The army from Ar struck hard, smashing into the rear of the clansmrem attacking the western wall before they could reform to face them. In the first heartbeats a hundred of Crethok’s warriors fell. Before an hour was out, the highlander army had been driven up the valley and stood arrayed on the mountainside, still battling the relief army from Ar. This meant that the two forces were still split and to his right Talwe saw that a mass of brown mrem blocked the narrow portion of the valley. There was no sign of the liskash among the dark-furred mrem. But a familiar twitching warned Talwe that danger still threatened. Quickly he ordered the remaining mrem on the west wall to form behind him. 

			Then Talwe heard screaming. Over the roofs of the broken houses the east wall burned, the flames lighting the sky. Archers jumped off, moaning as bones broke when they hit the ground, and Talwe heard pounding outside the eastern gate. 

			He led his force through the streets at a fast run. A few fell behind, but every mrem heard the sounds of pain and the crackle of flames. He ran full out and leaped over the bodies of those slain in the streets, but when he arrived the top of the wall was a mass of flame. A dark liquid still trickled from a barrel that had been thrown too far. The hunter bent to smell it. 

			Lamp oil! 

			The eastern army had flung barrels of lamp oil onto the wall and then lit the oil with torches. The fire burned fiercely, and the defenders were being driven from the wall. Talwe wondered what their attackers had gained. They couldn’t survive those flames either. Then the gate groaned, as a great weight struck it. 

			Seeing a portion of the wall where the oil had burned clear, Talwe ran through fire at its base and scurried up the still steaming stair. The stone was painfully hot under his bare pads, and the dark-furred mrem knew he dared not stop or his fur might catch fire. Talwe raced through the dying flames to the wall above the East Gate and looked down on a terrifying sight. 

			The liskash stood waiting in the field outside the gate. There were not many left, less than six tens, but all of the reptiles were huge. Over them hung a magical haze that melted the snow. Below him ten more liskash held the thick trunk of a giant songomore, and with a merciless rhythm, they battered at the thick wooden gate. Already the wooden doors were beginning to crack. He could hear the tortured wood splinter with each strike of the ram. 

			Then suddenly a golden flame flew from the wall beside him and set on fire the nearest end of the songomore trunk. Talwe whipped his head around, and he saw Mithmid on the wall. The wizard staggered as the bolts left his fingers, but he crawled to his feet and sent another streak of fire. This ignited the other end of the trunk, just as the liskash managed to extinguish the first flames. This fire spread rapidly. Shrieking they dropped the ram and milled in confusion. When the first archers braved the blazing oil and began to fire at them, the surviving liskash lumbered away. 

			Talwe tried to cheer, but his throat was too dry. All that came out was a hoarse croak. Then he realized they had won just another hollow victory. If the relief army did not vanquish the highlanders soon, it would be too late. Beyond the retreating liskash, dark-furred mrem began to advance toward the wall. Talwe looked around. Even with the mrem he had brought, there were fewer than fifty bowmrem and a hundred spearmrem left to defend nearly a hundred paces of wall. They would fail. The castle would fall to the army of the Eastern Lords. The relief column from Ar would be trapped between Cragsclaw’s walls and the remaining clansmrem. 

			He watched the dark ranks of the eastern mrem form into three ragged lines just beyond bowshot. He noticed they had no fear of the retreating liskash. Rather the desert mrem bowed to the reptiles, as if paying homage, as the hideous creatures passed close to them. The sight sickened him. Talwe paced the wall, enraged by his own helplessness. He was too drained to even attempt the Call of the Hunt. Nor was the dark-furred mrem confident it would still hold its power of old now that his hatred was fading. They were going to lose after so much sacrifice. Instead he opened his mouth to scream a curse directed at Inla. But before he could finish the blasphemy, the ordered lines of attackers were struck from behind by an army that plunged down the mountain accompanied by the war cries of the highlanders.

			Had some new army arrived? Talwe was confused. Three armies had fought this battle, the mrem of Cragsclaw, the highlanders and the eastern liskash and mrem. A fourth was the relief force, but that was barely able to keep the highlanders away from the breached west wall. Who was this fifth army emerging from the trees on the slopes across from the eastern wall? Were the victors already falling out over the spoils, even before the castle had fallen? If these were the clansmrem, who was fighting the relief army outside the western wall? There seemed no answer. 

			The highlanders rolled over the liskash in the rear and tore into the ragged line of the eastern mrem. The thick mass of highlanders smashed through the center of the less well-armed eastern mrem and then turned to roll them up from the center. The remaining liskash giants milled about, as perplexed as the castle’s defenders. They were trapped between the eastern wall and this strange new army assailing their own mrem. Then the reptiles formed themselves into a circle and moved slowly toward the force that was slaughtering their auxiliaries. 

			As they began to move, the largest moon rose and illuminated the battlefield with silver light. Talwe thought he could distinguish a tall mrem in a dark cloak gesturing for those clansmrem near him to form to receive the liskash’s charge. He ran along the wall ordering the archers who had returned to the wall to shoot at the exposed backs of the liskash. The whir of arrows grew louder as more archers returned to their places on the ramparts. Runners, mrem too young to fight, rushed to bring more arrows. The mrem on the wall shouted in triumph when the first giant reptile fell. 

			The charging liskash hesitated. Many turned to face the new menace from the castle walls. With a hissing growl, audible even over the sounds of the battle, a few raced toward Cragsclaw. More followed, and then more still until the whole mass began to roll once more toward the East Gate. Talwe realized that by attracting the liskash they might have saved the new army, but at the cost of losing Cragsclaw. 

			Mithmid placed a hand on Talwe’s shoulder. Steadying himself, he began to chant, his eyes narrowed and his voice took on a distant, eerie quality. A small trickle of blood ran from the wizard’s nose, but he continued the chant, swaying in rhythm with the words. 

			As Mithmid’s chant continued, the aura of enchanted warmth covering the liskash began to dissipate. To Talwe it seemed to be torn apart by a wind that emanated from the chanting mrem beside him. With their protecting warmth gone, the liskash begin to slow. A confused, almost pitiful squeaking replaced their growls. Still Mithmid chanted until the last vestiges of their magical warmth was lost against the slope of the mountains across the valley. Then Mithmid simply seemed to fold on himself and collapsed at Talwe’s feet. 

			Seeing his opportunity, the dark-caped mrem ordered those clansmrem he had rallied to charge into the liskash approaching the fortress. Talwe wondered at their courage. He had been terrified to face just one liskash. These mrem were charging a forest of them. 

			But the highlanders swept down on the liskash, bellowing their war cry and brandishing their axes and swords. An axemrem made the first kill. Dashing ahead of the others, he dodged easily under the half-frozen liskash’s clumsy thrust. Before his opponent could recover, he buried his war-axe in the beast’s chest. It dropped into the bloodstained snow with a gurgling yelp. Soon five of the massive liskash had fallen, then ten. At this point the reptiles had absorbed the impetus of the clansmrem’s charge. They had even managed to turn their line so their greater size gave them some advantage. Even moving more slowly, the sheer strength of each liskash made every stroke deadly. 

			Talwe leaped down. Arrows had become too dangerous, each one as likely to fell a clansmrem as a liskash. He raced from warrior to warrior, ordering them to follow him. Every mrem who still stood poured from the wall and followed him into the courtyard below. 

			They struggled to open the damaged gate, but finally with a frenzied cry they dashed out into the corpse-strewn field. With their own war cry the defenders slammed into the melee with the liskash. 

			Several of the massive reptiles fell before they could react to yet another unexpected attack. Those which remained began to run, their scales covered with blood, running as hard as they could from the valley of Cragsclaw. Seeing this, the desert mrem who still stood bared their necks in surrender. Talwe pushed past the chaos, searching for the green-clad highlander who had led their saviors. 

			Then, roaring its hate, the dragon came out of the east. Mrem screamed and fled back toward the forest or the castle. Talwe rushed for the gate and with a sickening lurch remembered Mithmid had fallen. Behind him streamed the remainder of the garrison and those highlanders that for some reason had come to rescue them. 

			As the last hurried through the East Gate, the crowd of guardsmrem and clansmrem closed it firmly behind them. But the dragon needed no gate, and it flew effortlessly over the wall. Then it circled the fortress and stopped in midair, hovered just beyond bowshot and with a maddening scream raced out to the west.
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			TALWE FLEW up the stairs and looked out over the wall. Crethok’s highlanders had attacked at the first sight of the dragon. The monster had swept down, and massive claws gouged pits in the earth where moments earlier Ar-mrem had stood shooting arrows into those highlanders who fought for the Eastern Lords.

			The huge creature rose again, its screech rattling the Ar-mrem’s shields. Torn between the renewed battle with the clansmrem and the menace above, the relief army’s formation began to dissolve. With a whoop of triumph, Crethok led his followers after the backs of the fleeing soldiers.

			On the wall Talwe tried to guess if they had enough mrem left to defend the walls again. He doubted it. 
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			Collapsed in Talwe’s room, Mithmid sensed the dragon. 

			He opened his eyes. A dark shape swept through the sky outside his window. Sruss moaned on a bed nearby, sensing the evil in her own way. 

			Then the wizard sprang from the bed and ran into the street. 

			Behind him came Sruss, the wound on her forehead separating. Blood streamed through her white fur, nearly blinding one eye, her arm dangling pitifully. But she ran with Mithmid now, out of Talwe’s quarters and toward the western wall. Once she stumbled, brushing her broken ribs against a wall and crying out in pain. Mithmid stopped and then pulled her after him. He knew that her power would be needed. 

			The wizard stumbled up the stairs, his balance slowly returning. His thoughts were calm, almost plodding. He did not speak to the guardsmrem who pulled aside as he passed, for he had no words to say. He stopped on the top of the wall and waited, and then he took the Dancer’s hand and together they looked out over the field. 

			The dragon circled, dropped, and struck. Three Ar-mrem crumpled, two more were torn by the claws as they flashed by them. The massive monster was amazingly fast. The great beast flapped her wings and the force of the resulting wind threw yet more warriors to the ground. Some rose again, others did not. Then the dragon climbed high, and her spite-filled screech rang in the moonlight. 

			Mithmid wrapped his arms around Sruss. He took her right hand in his left, and with their other arms around each other’s waists they pointed their joined hands toward the serpent. Then both stood still, and Mithmid sent forth his mind. 

			“Now!” he said. “Now we must join!” 

			For a moment a familiar will battled his own. Cwinyd, the sandfur, the magician of the Eastern Lords, strove to restore the barrier that blocked all help from Ar. For a moment, Mithmid thought his enemy would succeed; Cwinyd’s power was strong, and he and Sruss, even combined, were far from his level. Thus far, the two together had only forced the eastern mage to release his control of the dragon, and that had taken all their strength. But even that now seemed as if for nothing, as other minds from far to the east now regained that control and sent the massive beast plunging once more into the ranks of the fleeing Ar-mrem. 

			Mithmid’s hope failed. His head reeling, he came close to releasing his grip on the Dancer, close to letting them both fall unconscious to the stone beneath them. But suddenly he felt a new power within him, and with that power came an instant, needed strength. The power was raw, and it was mostly untrained, but still it nearly overwhelmed him. He felt Cwinyd’s mind recoil, blinded by the force with which Mithmid now assaulted the barrier. It stretched, and then it split, and finally it broke, and Mithmid’s mind raced through the breach, carrying an urgent summons to Ar. 

			And the Council of the Three in the city of Ar linked their hands as they sat and let their minds join his. When he felt them, Mithmid turned, and led them over the grasslands, east to the mountains, and down to the wall where he stood with the White Dancer. Berrilund was with him, and Lanalia and Gaelor and Borlin and Sthon and the beautiful Sorilia and Jremm his friend, and now another stood with them, one that glowed in a bright, silver light. Then he took this mind as well, and joined it to the others, and the power of the Three met the dragon in midflight. 

			There were shapes in that mind, black shapes and vile. They came, then they faded, then they pulsed and throbbed as the dragon struggled to escape. It threw at them all the terror she had lived through, and they wept as they saw the things she had seen. The destruction of land that had been green in the center of a now-dead desert; the slaughter of mrem, mrem by the thousands, at the hands of the liskash and the dragons themselves; the torture of her kindred, and the fire that had seared through her world: all these they saw, and still they saw more. What came to them now was the figure of a liskash, and a great, green shape loomed behind them.

			It was the shape of a dragon, ancient and terrible, the racial sub-memory at the core of the beast’s being. Almost gently, Mithmid sent a slim bolt of golden fire into the pulsing image. The image dodged, and darkness formed around it. Unordered, a silver flame leaped from the magician’s fingers out to the image and when it struck he was assaulted by a primal scream of terror. The image’s scales fell away and its head hung limply. Flame leaped from its wings, consuming them, and blood flowed from its eyes. Mithmid watched it gasp, and choke, and finally die.

			The dragon was dying now. Mithmid could feel the life seeping from her even as she flapped her wings in a meaningless attempt to flee him. Then she rallied and fought harder to escape the Council’s mental bonds, but Mithmid held the minds in place and, with them, held her still. Then the minds they had driven away earlier returned, dodging past the Council to plant thoughts of hatred in the monster’s dying and tortured mind. These minds tortured her with the thought of her own death, and then they showed her an image of the killer. The killer was a mrem, and his fur was dark, and from the wall far below he looked out onto the battlefield through eyes that gleamed with gold.

			By simply closing her wings she dived toward the battlefield. All the power of the Council of Ar joined now to stop her. They took from her mind the power of flight, and they took from her body the ability to breathe. Soon her body was dying as well, and her throat started to spasm and gasp. 

			Then, in a flash, Mithmid understood. It was Sruss who told him, Sruss’s mind who spoke to the others. For she saw, as none of the rest did, that the dragon they had entered had no choice in what she did.

			The Eastern Lords had tortured her. Magically, they had shown her her father, dying at the hands of a darkfur. Like Talwe. Exactly like Talwe, but older. 

			This dragon was a child, they all realized. She was only a child and one of the last of her kind. 

			Do not kill her, the Dancer’s mind cried.

			Then the wizards sought the magic that held the dragon in thrall, and they saw it as a blackness that flowed through her mind. They went into the blackness, and tore it away, and they grappled with its might as it searched for a way back in. 

			To hold it back, they needed all their strength. In fact, they needed more, but there was no more to have. In that battle they weakened, and all saw their own deaths. The fingers of the blackness began to search through their minds.

			Then Sthon gave a cry, screaming as he fell. They felt his mind leaving, flying away from the joining. But suddenly he sang, and his words were clear. And for the first time in ages a light found the mind of the dragon.

			And the Council of Ar joined with that light, and spread it across the blackness that sought the dragon’s mind. Slowly it moved, slowly but steadily, until at last her mind was free of its deadly, horrific grip. The racial evil was rebuilt in the image of a towering, noble protector of the land. One whose pride was in the life it gave others, not the ruin it had brought. Then with all of his strength Mithmid pushed the will of the Council forward, and with one last flash of brightness they drove off the dark minds that still tortured the young dragon. 

			Then Mithmid knew he had gone beyond the end of his strength, and his own darkness came.

			

•



			Talwe found himself on the castle’s western wall, clutching Sruss, with Mithmid collapsed once more at his feet. He felt weak, and might have fallen as well, had not a tall figure in a green cloak steadied him. Too confused to understand what had occurred, he put the memory aside and looked out over the valley. As he watched, the dragon climbed high in the air and was gone. 

			Talwe bent over them, his own condition forgotten in his concern. He felt for a heartbeat. Satisfied that they were still alive, he poured water on their faces, put a few drops into their mouths and turned them over to a healer.

			Then Talwe went down from the wall, and gathered his warriors, and led them out of the fortress through the western gate. The highlanders at first hesitated and then followed. And he rushed to join the relief army in its battle with Crethok. But before they reached the battlefield at the foot of the mountain, the Eastern Lords’ highlanders began to either flee or throw their weapons to the ground. In only a few minutes the fighting was over.

			A small figure emerged from the ranks of the clansmrem, dragging a bloodied body. Talwe recognized Ondra, his friend. Blood matted nearly all of his fur, blood that still dripped from Crethok’s body. Talwe rushed to meet him, and Ondra dropped the ClanSon’s body at the darkfur’s feet. 

			“I could not save Morian,” Ondra apologized. “But I could revenge her for us both. She’d already stabbed him, but he was able to slay her before I arrived.” He paused. “Crethok was trying to get to that eastern wizard, but he was too weak to even crawl. He ordered me to take him, but Cwynid wasn’t there. I sent him to meet the wizard in hell.” 

			Silently the two mrem embraced, their own blood mixing with that of those they had slain.

			Then those highlanders who had just surrendered dropped to one knee as the green-robed warrior strode up from behind Talwe. He approached the relief force and called out, “I am Arklier, ClanSon of Peorlias and he who chose to join you against the liskash. This battle and all those who caused it have ended. We will return to our lands and trouble Ar no more.” 

			From out of the ranks of Ar came two mrem. “I am Gerianan,” said the first, “Prince of Ar, brother of Andelemarian the king. With me is Reswen, commander of the relief army. You ask for mercy, but mercy is not ours to give. These lands are Ar’s, but they are ruled by Cragsclaw.” 

			Talwe spoke from where he stood. “Cragsclaw has no ruler. Lord Sleisher is dead, and so is his son. But the ClanSon’s clansmrem fought with us against the liskash and their horde.” 

			“So you are the darkfur,” Arklier observed in a friendly tone. His head was cocked to one side. “Against the Sleishers alone, we might have won.” 

			Gerianan left Reswen’s side and approached Talwe. “Where is Sruss?” he asked. “She told us much about you.”

			Talwe shook his head. “The Dancer of the Wilds lies on the West Wall,” he said. “When I left her, she was alive. If you have someone who can heal, send him to her. Most of Cragsclaw’s healers are dead.” 

			“Dancer?” Gerianan asked, looking bemused. “Sruss?” 

			“I will explain later,” Reswen promised, hurrying over. 

			Arklier looked from Talwe to the two Ar-mrem. “I ask once more for your decision,” he insisted. “We need to treat our wounded as well. You can imprison me to ensure all will honor my word.” 

			“Why did you attack the liskash?” the mercenary challenged the highland lord.

			“For honor,” the green-cloaked ClanSon began. Then he smiled. “And if we cannot have the valley, even you are better than the liskash. Once it stood in the balance, when your army arrived, we acted.” 

			Reswen wrinkled his whiskers at the highlander. 

			“Now what is the cost of my decision?” the ClanSon asked impatiently.

			Gerianan answered. “It is just, Talwe, that Cragsclaw is now yours. I am told Lord Sleisher himself gave you its command. Unless something different is decided, you are the Lord of Cragsclaw. You may do with the ClanSon here and his brother’s followers as you please.”

			Talwe thought. He had nothing against this mrem, certainly nothing against those who had fought the liskash. For months he had wanted to kill Crethok, but even that hatred felt hollow in its fulfillment.

			“Let the killing be over and let there be peace between the high and low lands,” Talwe tried to shout the words, but found himself too hoarse and weak. But enough of the warriors on both sides heard him and roared their approval. Then the others joined in as they understood the fighting had truly ended.

			“One last condition,” Talwe demanded of Arklier when the cheering was over. Talwe knew that there was one more death needed before this battle was truly over. “I want you to bring me the sorceror, Cwinyd.” 

			Gesturing at his brother’s former commanders, he called them to his side. There was a brief exchange of words. 

			“He is gone,” came Arklier’s answer. “He left when the dragon flew off.” 

			“Left?” asked Talwe. “Where?” 

			“We do not know,” Arklier said. “He was with these mrem, and then he was not.”
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			FRESH-FALLEN SNOW has covered the blood on the field outside Cragsclaw. The early sun lights the uxen and the wagons they pull in shades of gold. Already the carpenters have risen and the sound of their hammers fills the walls. By next week every building will once more have a sturdy roof. 

			The castle’s new lord stands watching as the last of the relief army falls in at the end of the caravan. The emotions this brings the dark-furred mrem are new, or at least had been forgotten. 

			When the last of them are lost among the snow-covered hills, he stares at where they have been.

			

•



			I am the Lord of Cragsclaw, Inla. Gerianan and Sruss have made this permanent. 

			Cragsclaw will be rebuilt. They have promised laborers will be sent in the spring. Once that has finished, I think I may leave, and be its lord no longer. 

			Morian is gone. Yet I feel Rhesa awaits me somewhere in those mountains.

			Mithmid will stay, at least for a time. He says he must leave in the spring. Sthon died and so he must return to Ar to complete the pattern. I do not understand, but I know that I once flew with him in the mind of a dragon. I welcome his help. He knows the way of ruling others and I must learn this from him.

			I have watched from the wall as the Dancer goes. Her leaving was sad, for we left so much undone. She has promised that I will see her again.

			I do not think so, Inla. I do not think I wish to. For she was the White Dancer of the Wilds, but she will be the queen of Ar. I am a warrior, and I am a magician. But I am not a king.

			Reswen comes near. He too will stay. He will teach me, Inla, all that he knows. I am already a warrior, but he will make me a leader. Yet now he seeks my advice on the rebuilding, and I must go from this wall and tell him what will be done. 

			Cragsclaw is mine, and I am its Lord. 

			And for a time at least, I am not alone.
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Out of the
shadows of
the forest

poured a host of mrem, knives and swords
glitteringin the light of the moon. Their fur
was dark, but some were many-colored,
and most wore mismatched leather armor
over their legs and their chests. One raced
toward Talwe, and the hunter raised his
sword, prepared to fight. Their curved
bladesarcedtogetherandstopped. Withhis
free hand Talwe slashed at his opponent’s.
eyes, claws bared. The mrem danced back,
startled, and lost sight of Talwe’s sword.
Within seconds, the attacker lay dead.

Hissing a challenge, Talwe charged
at those facing the whitefur. He slashed
through the neck of one mrem, then thrust
his sword under the tunic of another. He
was winning his way through, and the Song
of the Hunt rang through his brain.

“Sruss!” he cried, and then his mind tore
free. He wheeled and saw a sword flash
toward his eyes.
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For years the
lanﬂ of Ar has
lived atpeace.

Here the catlike mrem rule by duty and
honor. Now, from out of the east, their
legendary enemies have risen again,
sweeping toward Ar to begin their
conquest anew.

Suspected because of his dark fur and
magical abilities, Talwe is outcast by his
village and sentenced to service in the
White Dancer’s guard. When he recues the
beautiful princess Sruss, heir to the throne
of Ar, he finds himself caught at the
center of courtintrigue. For as murderous
traitors seek to usurp the throne, the ancient
Eastern Lords invade with their arsenal
of evil sorcery. Only Talwe, Sruss, and the
mysterious Council of the Three command
the magic necessary to defend the vital
border post of Cragsclaw from the power
of the Eastern Lords—a deadly force more
potent than any the mrem have ever seen.
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