
        
            
                
            
        

    



    




 

 














 





             


             














 

            Johauna
stepped forward, preparing to brush aside the creature with her boot. “It’s
just a bat,” she said in relief to Karleah, behind her. She extended her leg to
kick the tiny, squawking animal out of harm’s way.


            “Wait!
Jo!” Karleah croaked in sudden fear.


            Something
hard and heavy crashed against Jo’s shoulder. The squire lost her balance. “What the—!” She fell to the cavern floor, only just
glimpsing the massive object that struck her. Where the bat had once been, a
seething lump of metamorphosing flesh now lay.


            Convulsing. Transforming.
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          Prologue


 


              e came, just as I knew he would Just as I knew he must.
Humans are that way. Predictable. Idealistic.
Bound by honor and vow and silly passion. Knights of
the Three Suns, particularly, are that way. It makes them easy bait, as easy to
kill as horses in a corral—and I’ve killed enough of those in my time to know.


            But,
truth be told, Fain Flinn was different. Flinn the Mighty, they called him, and
for good reason. The first time I fought him, I discovered he couldn’t be as
easily slain as all the others. It was that damned great sword of his, that
Wyrmblight. We could, neither of us, kill the other, and that sword mocked us
all the while.


            Yes,
it was Flinn who shamed me—Verdilith the Great Green, scourge of
Penhaligon—Flinn who shamed me into winning through subversion what I could not
through battle. So I shed my lovely green scales and took human form. I
insinuated myself into Baroness Penhaligon s good graces, even seduced Flinn’s
loving wife Yvaughan out from under him. . . . And, when all was in place, I
turned a fellow knight against him, made him accuse the good Flinn of dishonor.


            I brought Flinn the Mighty to his
knees.


            It
all worked too well. Flinn was stripped of title and honor, cast out of the
fellowship of knights—out even of the Castle of the Three Suns. He became Flinn
the Fallen, Flinn the Fool. And I became Yvaughan’s loving husband. Thoughts of
her still make my teeth itch. I’d even conceived a son by her, a glorious heir
to my power.


            But
then that slip of a girl came along. She sought for Flinn the Mighty, and found
him a hermit in a hovel. Until that time, I’d used abelaat stones to spy on
him, to feed thoughts of despair and decay into his mind. I’d learned that
prostrating and dominating my foe were far more enjoyable than killing him
outright. But the girl, the clumsy bitch of a girl, got herself bit by an
abelaat—one of Teryl Aurochs stray beasts from the infernal realms. The poison
of the creature’s fangs ran in her blood, blocking my eyes from Flinn, blocking
my words from reaching his despoiled brain.


            And
she began to change him, as women always do to men. She reminded him of his
honor, his glory, his nemesis, the Great Green! I should have known she would
prove even more dangerous than he—unpredictable, naive, irrational in her love
of Flinn the Fool. Before I could blink, Flinn had returned to flush me from
the castle, to drive the mage Auroch away, to regain his honor and title. And
he once again bore Wyrmblight!


            The
game was up. I was done with toying. I knew Flinn the Fool would make an idiotic
attempt to hunt me down, to slay me. And, poetic soul that I am, I met him in
the field where first we fought.


            And
I killed him.


            I
killed him despite the fact that my magic had failed me, despite the fact that
he used the girls blink-dogs tail to strike at my
flanks, despite the fact that he lanced my side and slashed my wings and ruined
my arm. I killed him.


            My
poor arm. Of all my wounds, it pains me most. I change forms from dragon to
mist to man to mouse, but always the pain follows me. I feel the urging of my
flesh to split apart, to cease its struggle against death and be done. I feel
the urging of my mind to dissipate on the wind, or spiral into some interior
hell. I am morbidly wounded, insane with agony. Only hatred gives form to my
mind. Hatred and the phrase that repeats with the pounding of
my heart.


            Flinn
is dead.


            I
half expected to feel some sorrow at his parting, but I do not. He was
dangerous, yes, but never a truly worthy adversary, never a creature worth
engaging for the witty repartee. He was human, after all.


            No.
It was not Flinn who was my truest foe. It was Wyrmblight, a sword forged to
slay me. Even now it resonates with that desire. I feel it in my wounds. I feel
it in my aching mind, my still-beating heart. The bitch has it, I know—Jo is
her name, like the name of a fisherman or a joiner. The blade is taller than
she is, and yet she pretends she’ll bring it against me. She
and her comrades—that feeble crone mage and her brainless lackey, and the old
mercenary Braddoc, one-time friend of the Fool. These dragon hunters
offend me. The baroness sends greater forces against Greasetongue, the ore. In
a single puff they would be gone.


            Except for Wyrmblight.


            Just
as it shamed me the first time, it has shamed me again. Try as I might, I could
not break that cursed, blessed steel, and my roiling plumes of green poison
would not pass it. Worst of all, these wounds that Wyrmblight has cleaved will
not heal.


            So
I wait in this lair of mine, wait for Jo and her pack of misfits to stumble in
and kill me, as they must try to do. For they are human.
If I cannot destroy them when they arrive, cannot snap the cursed Wyrmblight in
two, I shall withdraw and again win by deceit what I cannot by war.


            But
I will kill them. They have angered me, and I will kill them. I will break the
hated Wyrmblight just as I broke its bearer.


 












          Chapter
I


 


 


            Gritty
ash from the still-smoldering funeral pyre whirled up in the midmorning breeze
and stung Johauna Menhir’s gray eyes. She blinked the tears back. Rubbing her
swollen eyelids with the back of one grimy hand, Jo whispered, “No more.” Her
lips, dried out from more than four days’ exposure to the late winter winds,
split in a sudden grimace. “No more,” she repeated hoarsely. “I’ll cry no more
for you, Fain Flinn.” She shook her head sadly.


            The
wind shifted, and with it came a sudden hint of spring. The barren trees
surrounding the tiny glade swayed gently, and for the first time Jo saw that
the branches were about to burst with green. It was as if the world was
oblivious to the death of Flinn, oblivious to the sacrifice he had made. It was
as though the forest had already forgotten the titanic battle waged here
between man and dragon. The hushed trickle of spring runoff filled Jo’s
reddened ears, and a crow circled lazily overhead.


            Her
hands gripped the great sword she held, a six-foot weapon fully an inch taller
than she. “Wyrmblight,” she murmured, as though to comfort herself with the
name. The famed sword shone silver-white beneath the pale sky, untouched by the
black taint that had covered it before. The four ancient sigils on one flat of
the blade glinted brightly: Honor, Courage, Faith, and Glory. The four points of the Quadrivial. Flinn had attained the
four points, but it had cost him his life. And now the sword was hers—her only
physical reminder of the man who had sheltered her and taught her so much of
life.


            Jo’s
memories grew bitter, and the corners of her mouth tugged downward. A crack in
her lips opened and bled a little. She stared at the fourth and brightest rune.
“Glory,” she spat. “If you hadn’t sought glory, you wouldn’t have fought
Verdilith alone.” No, that’s not true, her mind whispered. Flinn went alone so
we wouldn’t be killed. He knew he was going to his doom; he wouldn’t let us
die, too. Her eyes wandered to the still-smoldering pyre.


            “Oh,
Flinn,” Johauna whispered in a voice that broke, “why didn’t you let me come
with you? Why?” A thread of anger wound through the pain-filled words. “I was
your squire! If I couldn’t save you, I could have at least died with you!” One
hand curled into an angry fist, and Jo stared unblinking at the pile of ashes.
She ground her teeth, unable to voice the emotions welling inside her.


            Wyrmblight
glittered cold and lifeless in the young woman’s hands. The warmth it had
generated in its master’s grip was absent for her, and she wondered if it
always would be. For four days and nights Jo had stood vigil over Flinn’s body;
then she and the others had lit the pyre, and she guarded it during the day it
took to burn. So cold and bitter had been the blade during winter’s last throes
that Jo had developed chilblains on her hands. But she hadn’t noticed them
then, and she ignored them now as she cradled the sword of elven silver and
dwarven steel to her chest. “Oh, Flinn,” Johauna whispered, “why did you have
to die?”


            Jo’s
gaze fell one last time to the ashes before her, the ghostly image of a man’s
body seeming to take shape amid the charred remains of oak and elm. Jo blinked
once, and the form was gone. The embers had finally died out in this tiny glade
in the Wulfholde Hills. All that remained of the finest knight the lands of
Penhaligon had ever known was ash and distorted bone.


            Flinn
the Mighty was no more.


            The
squire’s hand fell to her belt where a small, beaded leather bag hung—the one
other possession of Flinn’s. The pouch carried the abelaat crystals they had
used for scrying. Three of the stones were orange in hue, created from the
abelaat’s own blood, but the other four were deeply red, formed from Jo’s
blood. A twinge of pain gripped Jo’s shoulder as she remembered the
eight-fanged creature biting into the joint, its poisonous saliva turning to
stone in her wounds.


            Jo
touched the beaded bag. “Do I dare?” she whispered, unsure of her ability to
control the crystals. When the stones were heated, they could be used to see or
contact whomever the bearer wished. Some said they could even contact the dead.


            The
squire rubbed her tired eyes once again. “No, I can’t,” she murmured to the
ashes. “Not now, anyway. I’d need Karleah’s help.” Jo
looked behind her to the trail that led through the woods to her companions.
The trampled snow had melted, leaving the brown richness of earth and a tinge
of green. She blinked. Always before, spring had filled her with hope, but now
she felt only empty.


            They’re
waiting for me.


            She blinked again and realized she
didn’t care. They’re waiting for me, she repeated to herself, and I must go.
Reluctantly, Johauna turned back to the remnant of the pyre. She held Wyrmblight
before her, crosswise, and bowed low, her movements trembling and weary.


            “Farewell,
Fain Flinn, my lord—” Jo’s voice faltered and could not continue, though her
thoughts ended with “—my love.” Jo closed her eyes wearily, then
bit her cracked lips in sudden determination. “I will avenge your death, Flinn!
Verdilith will die, and Wyrmblight will deliver the death blow,” she said
grimly. Jo clenched the sword again, this time drawing blood from her palms.
She turned and hurried down the path, refusing to look back.


            But
she didn’t need to look back to remember. The trail evoked the memory of the
first time Jo had traversed it. Less than a week earlier she had stumbled
through these woods, seeking Flinn and praying he was still alive after his
attack on Verdilith, the green dragon. Jo had followed the path of blood,
muddied snow, and broken branches all the way to the tiny glade she had just
left—the glade where Flinn had died. Now the trail was brown and pungent with
raw earth, and clumps of green lined its edges. It showed no evidence of
Flinn’s passing, as if it, too, had forgotten.


            Suddenly
Jo dropped Wyrmblight and fell to her knees. Cold mud clung to her legs, but
she didn’t care. Her arms crossed in a ragged embrace as she doubled over in pain.
“Flinn! Flinn!” Johauna
rasped, remembering how she had found his battered body, lying facedown in the
trampled snow. She had turned him over, fearing the worst, but Flinn had been
alive then, and for one precious moment Johauna had believed he would live.


            But
he didn’t. He didn’t live. Jo pressed her face between her hands, determined
not to give in to the despair and grief and anger that threatened to engulf
her.


            “How am I to live without you,
Flinn?” Jo whispered, finally giving voice to the fear that had haunted her
ever since Flinn had died in her arms. Who else will believe in me, teach me?
Who else will have hopes and dreams for me, will have pride in me? Who else will love
me? Jo wondered, her anger growing. Each day since Flinn s death, she had held
her grief at bay. First she had stood vigil at the pyre, guarding his body for
four days and nights from the wolves. Then she had waited the long hours it had
taken for Flinn and the pyre to burn, not ceasing her vigil until the last
ember died.


            But
now, there was nothing to stop her grief.


            Jo
doubled over and beat her clenched fists against the ground. Chunks of ice and
rock bit into her skin, already fragile and damaged; chilblains opened and pus
mingled with the blood of fresh cuts. “Why? Why? Why?” Bitter tears flowed from her unseeing eyes, and roaring
filled her ears.


            Jo
paused and held out her hands before her, palms upward. Her hands were raw, the
skin battered away. “Oh, Flinn,” she murmured hoarsely, “let me join you.” Jo
looked past her hands to Wyrmblight, shining bright on the ground where she had
dropped it. Catching a small, fearful breath, she placed her wrists to the
sword s finely honed edge. The thin, razor-sharp edge of silvern steel stroked
her skin.


            A
strange heat suddenly radiated from the sword.


            Jo
closed her eyes and slid her wrists against Wyrmblight s edge. She felt the
fragile skin give way, and blood run in a sluggish stream from her veins, hot
tears for the ground. Jo looked down at the stain of red on the white blade. A
single tear escaped her eyes and splashed on the sword, hissing when it hit.


            The young woman blinked, dizzy,
vaguely wondering what she was doing. She raised her wrists from the edge of
Wyrmblight and looked at the ragged wounds. Blood spilled forth and dripped
onto the sword, splashing onto the sigils and hissing. One of the four sigils
on the flat of the blade began to glow, and intense heat emanated from it. For
a moment Jo was mesmerized by the pure white beauty of the glowing sigil; then
she noticed that the blood on Wyrmblight had disappeared. Her eyes traveled
from the sword to her bleeding hands and wrists. As she looked, a waving thread
of white light stretched from the sigil. The light circled one wrist. Jo
watched, speechless, as the white light took on the hue of blood and stitched
itself about the gash. As it reached the opposite end of the laceration, the
light gradually became pure white.


            Jo
blinked. “Flinn . . . ?” she whispered. The thread of light wove between her
fingers, turned pink and paused, then encircled her
other bleeding wrist. Jo held up her left hand and gasped. It was healed,
completely healed. Only a tiny scar remained. She held up her other hand and
it, too, was healed.


            The
waving thread of light retreated back to the third sigil. Jo reached out with
her finger and tentatively touched it, marveling that she could despite its
heat. “Faith,” she murmured. She shut her eyes briefly, then
stared above her at the surrounding trees. “Oh, Flinn!” she shouted. “You were
the only one who ever had faith in me!”


            The
light from the sigil shot out and enveloped Jo. At first she was aware only of
its warmth. Then, little by litde, she felt the sorrow in her heart ease and
become bearable.


            The pain and grief still remained,
but somehow she had gained the strength to bear them. Her mind was clearer, and
the horror of the past week receded.


            The
words have faith in yourself rang
inside Jo’s mind. She thought it came from the light surrounding her. Have faith, Johauna Menhir. Slowly the light withdrew from Jos body, leaving
behind an unexpected calm, however small. Jo watched the light retreat inside
Wyrmblight. Suddenly the warmth and glow were gone—Wyrmblight lay cold and
lifeless once more in the trampled mud and snow. Jo stared in awe at the white blade, the words have
faith ringing in her ears.


            How
long Jo knelt there in the melting snow and spring mud, she didn’t know. She
knew only that the sword had been a balm to her spirit, a balm that eased her
sorrow. And now, in place of the pain, a new passion rose in Jo’s weary mind:
vengeance. At the pyre, she had vowed to avenge Flinn’s death, and now she was
suddenly determined to carry out that vow.


            The
dragon had brought him death, and the dragon would be destroyed by it. Only then
will Flinn s death and my life have meaning, she suddenly realized.


            Jo
stood and picked up Wyrmblight. The woman frowned. She was a squire of
Penhaligon, owing obedience to Baroness Penhaligon. But that obedience would
likely interfere with Jo’s desire to hunt Verdilith. Her thoughts turned grim.
Your loyalty lies with Flinn, she mused, for it was he who helped you become a
squire in the Order of the Three Suns. Without him, you would never have
reached the castle. Or if you had, they would have laughed you back to the
rat-infested streets of Specu- larum. Jo shuddered.


            The
squire touched the sigils one last time, then she turned
and continued down the path. Her steps grew increasingly sure. “Have faith,
have faith,” she chanted under her breath. She looked at the trees around her,
noting how they burgeoned with buds, waiting to burst into green. But none of
their vitality, their hope, seeped into Jo. She felt dead. Hurrying her step,
she shoved her thoughts aside. “Have faith,” she said a little unsteadily as
she touched the silver bark of a birch.


            Just
ahead, at the end of the trail, the midday sun streamed into a glade larger than the
one Jo had left. She hesitated before entering the glade, suddenly unsure of
how to greet her comrades. You’ve been beastly to them, Jo told herself,
callously berating them for “failing” Flinn, ignoring their grief. They’ll
understand, her logical half replied. They know I spoke out of anger and
sorrow, not truth. Nodding once, Jo stepped into the glade and moved toward the
encampment, keeping her eyes averted. If she didn’t look out into the glade,
perhaps the memory of her first sight of it wouldn’t return. She quickened her
pace, but the images were seared into her mind. She saw, once again, the
terrible sight that had greeted her five days ago.


            The
crumpled, brutally savaged body of Flinn s griffon lay at this end. All about
the creature, a score or more of staves, wands, and rods lay half-buried in
snow. The once- pristine whiteness was marred by blood and churned mud from the
battle Flinn had waged with Verdilith.


            Jo
bit the inside of her cheek. She had to face these memories and drive them from
her mind or she would surely go mad. Jo stopped walking and forced herself to
look at the glade. Her eyes grew wide.


            Sometime
during the last few days, the sun’s rays had melted the snow. Gone was the
white spattered with red. Dried tufts of grass and wildflowers lent a new,
clean color to the glade. Jo blinked. Tans and yellows and browns and curtains
of evergreen lay all about her as she knelt to take it all in. The trees had
seemed so cold, so unfeeling the day they had witnessed Flinn s death. Now,
spring was coursing through them, and the trees had sprouted buds.


            Jo
drew a ragged breath. If I can only endure, like the trees endure, she thought,
I’ll weather the winter of Flinn s death. Tears flowed freely from her eyes. “I
understand.” Jo slowly covered her face with her hands. The words have faith whispered once more through
her mind.


            A
gentle touch on her shoulder made Jo look up. The concerned expression of
Braddoc Briarblood’s good eye met hers, though his milky eye wandered blindly
away. Beneath the blind eye Braddoc s cheek twitched, puckering a deep hatchet
scar that ran from his eyebrow to the cheekbone below, just short of the neatly
plaited beard. Braddoc of the Cloven Eye had lost partial sight but not his
life the day he had been attacked by an axe-wielding frost giant in the Altan Tepes Mountains. The dwarf’s lips compressed a little, and
Jo wondered if the usually laconic mercenary was about to say something.


            Instead,
Braddoc held out a gnarled hand to Jo. Three purple-and-white blossoms
glistened there. They were snow crocuses, the earliest flowers to bloom in the
spring.


            “Braddoc
. . Jo whispered. She reached out and took the fragile
blossoms; she sniffed them delicately, then looked at
her friend. “For Flinn?”


            Braddoc
shook his head. “No, they’re for you, Johauna,” he said sharply. “Flinn won’t be needing these.” The dwarf took Jo’s arm and helped her
rise. “Come, Karleah and Dayin are waiting. The time for mourning is past. It’s
time to go.” Braddoc began walking toward the two canvas tents pitched at the
other end of the glade. He stopped and eyed Jo quizzically when she didn’t
follow.


            “I’m not sure the time to mourn ever
ends, Braddoc,” Jo said slowly. Her eyes slipped to the crocuses in her hand.
“But you’re right—it is time to go.”
She joined the dwarf, and together they crossed the ground leading to the camp.


            Jo
could see the smoke curl lazily away from the fire beneath the cook pot.
Karleah Kunzay, an ancient, withered crone of a wizardess—and also a passable
cook—was stirring something in the pot. Karleah ignored the approaching pair
and busied herself about the fire. A sudden whiff of rabbit stew reached Jo’s
nose, and she sniffed appreciatively. Only then did she realized
she was hungry.


            The
ten-year-old boy sitting at the camp saw Jo and Braddoc approach, and he stood
in quiet anticipation. Dayin Kine had once been a shy wildboy hiding in Flinn’s
woods before Jo and Flinn offered him shelter. As Jo entered the camp, the boy
brushed back his blond, shaggy hair and smiled tentatively. The smile was sweet
in its innocence, and Jo couldn’t help smiling back. Dayin’s eyes were the color
of the spring sky above, and they watched Jo intently.


            The
squire moved closer to the fire and saw that Karleah, too, was watching her
with equal intensity. The creases around Karleah’s black, beady eyes had
furrowed more than their usual wont. Her lips were pursed, and the ancient
lines crisscrossing her face had sunk deeper over the last week. Why, Karleah’s
worried! Jo thought in sudden surprise. About me? A
wave of guilt washed over Jo, and she felt her face flush. Her dismay deepened
when Braddoc left her to join Karleah and Dayin on the other side of the fire.
The three of them looked at Jo silently.


            “I—”
Jo began, then coughed. Get a hold of yourself, she thought sternly. “The . . .
pyre has finally burned out. Flinn is no more,” Jo finished.


            Braddoc and Karleah glanced at each
other. The old wizardess looked down at Dayin, then
put her bony arm around her apprentice’s equally thin shoulder. Karleah nodded
almost imperceptibly.


            “Have
you given any thought as to what to do next, Johauna?” Braddoc asked, his good
eye looking up at Jo.


            What
to do next? thought Jo suddenly. Next?
Why ask me? Jo turned away and placed Wyrmblight reverently on some nearby
skins, buying a moment to think. Can it be, she thought, that they expect me to make the decision? She turned back
to the others, and all three were looking steadily at her.


            “I
. . . hadn’t given it much thought,” Jo said truthfully, “but I know that the
first thing I intend to do is find Verdilith.” Seeing their dubious faces, Jo
added grimly, “The dragon must die. I won’t rest until Verdilith is dead.” Her
gray eyes flashed.


            “While
you stood vigil over Flinn’s body,” Braddoc said after a discreet pause, “I
followed the path Verdilith made through the woods. It wasn’t hard. He never
once took to the sky—I think Flinn must have damaged his wings.” The dwarf
grinned savagely.


            Karleah
began dishing up plates of steaming stew and bread and handing them to Dayin to
pass out. Jo accepted one gratefully and took a place by the fire. She touched
the sword lying behind her, and the words have
faith seemed to echo through her.


            As
Braddoc opened his mouth to speak again, Karleah thrust a bowl into his hands
and grunted, “Eat.” Snapping his mouth shut, he, too, sat by the fire. Dayin
joined the dwarf and began eating his stew, using his bread as a ladle.


            The fastidious dwarf shot him a
censoring glance, then dug in with his spoon. A tiny
drop of broth spattered Braddoc s yellow jerkin and leather breeches. He
frowned and wiped the spot away immediately. Jo smiled. He’s a strange fellow,
she thought. So brusque and yet so persnickety about his
appearance. Though his clothes were travel-stained, they were free of
crusted mud, unlike Jo’s and her other companions’. The dwarf spent far more
time at the stream washing his things than the rest did.


            “What
happened to the trail once the dragon cleared the woods?” Jo prompted the
dwarf.


            Karleah
harrumphed at Braddoc as she sat down, and Jo turned to the older woman. The
wizardess bit into a steaming piece of meat and, seemingly oblivious to the
heat, said to Jo, “He lost it. Wouldn’t think a creature so close to the ground
could lose a trail—a dragon trail at
that—but the dwarf did.”


            “I
did not lose the trail!” Braddoc barked.


            “You
sure enough did!” the old woman retorted.


            Jo
held up her hand for silence, about to speak, but the words died on her lips.
The gesture she had just made was one of Flinn’s, and she was shaken. She
didn’t know whether to be surprised that she used the gesture or heartened that
she was following in his footsteps. Jo managed to say, “That’s—that’s enough
bickering, please. Just tell me what happened after you broke through the
woods, Braddoc.”


            Braddoc
shot Karleah an I-told-you-so look with his good eye, then turned back to Jo.
“The trail continued once I was through the woods and into the Wulfholdes,” the
dwarf said sharply. He paused, then shook his head.
“Flinn severely injured Verdilith, by the looks of the blood trail the dragon
left. In fact, I’d wager it was a close fight.


            My guess is Flinn very nearly—”


            Jo winced and put her hand to her
eyes. Braddoc halted his words, and Jo silently thanked him. By the Immortals,
she thought, Flinn would have lived
if I had been there, regardless of Karleah’s prophecy.


            “Johauna
. . .” Braddoc said tentatively, his voice quieter than Jo had ever heard. “I’m
sorry I said that. I thought you’d be comforted to know that Verdilith paid
dearly for—”


            Jo
winced again. “Thank you, Braddoc. I know,” she said heavily. “I just wish I’d
been at Flinn’s side, like a good squire—”


            “Don’t
think that, girl,” Karleah cut in with her high- pitched voice. “Fain Flinn
rode to his doom that day, and he knew it. He knew, too, that any who went with
him would meet their doom as well. Flinn did a brave deed that day—don’t
belittle it by thinking you could’ve saved him.”


            Jo
looked at her plate of food and then at Karleah. “You believe your prophecy,
Karleah; I’ll believe my instincts. I could have saved him.” Jo frowned
bitterly.


            Karleah
snorted, and her dark eyes glittered at Jo. “Harrumph! My prophecies have never
failed me, girl. Had you been in the glade with Flinn, you both would have
died.”


            And
how much better that would have been than this! Jo’s heart cried. She gripped
her bread tighter and stared at the crone. “Believe what you like, Karleah,” Jo
said coldly, “and leave me to do the same.”


            “I’m
glad you didn’t die, Jo,” Dayin said softly, his eyes shining at Jo. The young
woman stared at the boy, unable to decide if she felt grateful or annoyed at
his feelings for her. Dayin’s eyes averted from Jo’s before she could decide.


            The boys
shoulders hunched slightly, and Jo turned back to Braddoc.


            “So you were able to follow
Verdilith’s trail into the Wulfholdes?” Jo asked briskly, determined to change the
conversation. She bit into a piece of bread.


            Braddoc
nodded, swallowing some food. He said, “Yes, I followed the trail—it was clear
and obvious. Then I rounded a hill and—”


            “—and
the trail disappeared! The dwarf lost the trail!” Karleah cackled. She slapped
a bony knee beneath the shapeless gray shift she wore.


            A
wicked grin slowly crossed Braddoc s face as he fixed his good eye on Karleah.
“That’s where you’re wrong, old hag,” he said gleefully.


            “Eh?”
Karleah’s tiny black eyes widened suddenly, and her mouth hung open. “That’s
not what you said before,” she noted worriedly.


            Braddoc
nodded slowly, still grinning. He waggled a finger at Karleah. “I didn’t tell you, old woman, because I wanted to tell
Johauna first,” Braddoc said and then turned to Jo. The smile left the dwarFs
face. “I may have lost the trail, but I haven’t lost the dragon.”


            “What
do you mean, Braddoc?” Jo asked. She placed her cleaned plate by the fire, then
licked her lips and frowned. An odd aftertaste lingered in her mouth. I hope
the rabbit wasn’t spoilt, she thought, then thought better of it. Karleah never
brought home carrion when she hunted in wolf form.


            Braddoc
held out his hands toward Jo. They shook slightly. “Johauna!
Listen to me!” he said excitedly. “I lost the trail because the trail ended! The trail ended at the hill!”


            “The hill? What hill, Braddoc?” Jo asked, just a shade
testily. She blinked rapidly, trying to stifle the sudden urge to close her
eyes. The lack of sleep is catching up with me, she thought, but I won’t sleep
now. I don’t dare. “The Wulfholdes are all hills!” Jo yawned
abrupdy.


            Braddoc
glanced quickly at Karleah and then turned back to Jo. “Does one particular
hill—a slightly rounded hill, with a stunted pine nearby—interest you?” Braddoc
asked quietly. Beside him, Karleah drew her breath in sharply. Dayin looked up
from his food, then leaned closer.


            Jo
blinked, only then aware that she had stopped breathing. Then, with a long
intake of air, she asked, “You found the hill? You found Verdilith’s lair? You
found the dragon?”


            “You’re
sure it’s the same hill we saw in the crystal?” Karleah asked sharply.


            Jo
interrupted, “Is it the hill,
Braddoc? Did you find the dragon?” She yawned again. A great desire for sleep
washed over her, but Jo shook herself mentally. I know you’re tired, she
thought, but there are more important things than sleep. You must listen to
Braddoc.


            The
dwarf stared at Jo, his good eye not blinking. Jo struggled to focus her eyes
on him. Nodding, Braddoc said, “Yes, it’s the right hill. But I spent the
better part of three days searching and I couldn’t find an entrance
anywhere—nothing!”


            Jo’s
vision swam. She stood shakily, oblivious of the concern on her three comrades’
faces. “W-we have to find an entrance somehow. We must. Surely we can reach
this hill before sundown—”


            Karleah
broke in. “Not today, Jo.” The old woman stood, too, and put her hand on
Johauna’s arm.


            Jo’s
russet eyebrows rose in perplexity as she struggled to understand the
wizardess. Then anger knitted her brow.


            “Why n-not today, Karleah?” she
stuttered, angry at her sleepiness. “You’re not in charge—”


            “No, I’m not,” Karleah said
agreeably. The crone lifted one thin hand and touched Jo’s cheek. She nodded at
the younger woman. “No, Jo, you’re in charge. But you’re exhausted and need to
rest. I think the powder I put in your stew is beginning to work. . . .”


            Johauna’s
eyes rolled backward as she fell into Braddoc’s waiting arms. Karleah drugged
me? Jo thought in disbelief. She could hear her friends’ concerned voices, but
the voices seemed to come from far away. A roaring filled her ears, and a
strange lethargy seeped into her body. She struggled against it, suddenly
afraid of what her dreams would bring. No! she cried,
unaware that she made no sound. No! I mustn’t sleep! I mustn’t sleep!


            But
the sleeping powder and her own exhaustion were too much for Jo. Fatigue
descended, surrounding her and dragging her into dreaming. Jo’s last conscious
thought was one of mingled dread and longing: she knew that in her dreams,
Flinn would live again. She knew, too, that when she awoke, he would not.


            But,
for now, she dreamed of Flinn.


 


            Flinn
lay in a world of cold and ceaseless flames. He was naked. He was dead. And the
body that he occupied was somehow like his own, and somehow different. It
floated numbly about his consciousness, as though his limbs were made of water
and sponge. And the world of flames around him seemed to purify his watery
form.


            The
knight clenched his fists, noting the strength in his hands. His arms felt
stronger than they had in a very long time, perhaps stronger than they had ever
been. He glanced at his body, his chest, his thighs; everything was smooth and
strong, as though he were a statue freshly chiseled by a master sculptor.


            All
his scars of battle were gone.


            With
some effort he stood, noting only then the shadowy trees that towered in a ring
about him. The ground beneath his feet crackled and broke, the only sound in
this strange place of flickering light. He saw that he stood upon a burned-out
pyre of wood and realized this was probably the same wood used to burn his
mortal body. He was not surprised to discover that his soul had form, a perfect
form of which his body was only a crude simulacrum. And then, with inhuman calm,
he knew where he was.


            The Realm of the Dead.


            Whatever
he was doing here, and wherever he was to go would
certainly be revealed in time.


            As
he peered more intently into the flames, Flinn saw one other figure in the
clearing. Johauna Menhir. She knelt, frail and fearful, upon the ground,
Wyrmblight clutched loosely to her side. She was more beautiful and more
graceful than Flinn had noticed with mortal eyes. The knight stood for what he
thought must have been a long time, staring at the form of the woman he loved.
She was more perfect here than in his memory, and his passions raced the longer
he stared. He knew that these were the first feelings he had had since death.
He stepped off his grave to embrace her.


            Johauna
s image was instandy dispelled as the fires about him spread in a roaring rush
that engulfed the whole world. Johauna was gone, the trees, the sky . . . only
the ceaseless flames remained. For a moment Flinn felt rage and pain, but he
quickly cooled his feelings. The land of the dead had its own laws. Though he
did not feel them yet in his thoughts, his heart knew they would be revealed.


            In Johauna s place, a perfectly
spherical boulder as high as Flinn’s waist appeared, a primitive spear thrust
clean through its width. It was a perfect stone, and a perfect spear, and the
knight recognized the symbol of his most favored Immortal patron.


            Diulanna,
Patroness of Will, beckoned from the flames in the distance. Flinn,
naked, strong, pure in spirit and body, walked toward her.


 


            Karleah came out of the tent and
nodded coolly at Braddoc. The dwarf ducked through the flap and looked at Jos
sleeping form. Braddoc had carried Jo into one of 1$ the tents and laid her on
the sleeping furs, then Karleah had undressed Jo and made sure she was sleeping
peace- t fully. The dwarf, however, mistrusted Karleah’s magical powders and
ministrations and was determined to check 1 c on Jo himself. Braddoc knelt now
by Jo’s bedroll and h pushed a straggling lock of hair
from her eyes. He smiled.


            For some reason, it pleased him that
her hair color so a: closely matched his. Johauna’s was just a shade darker
than his red mane.


            The
dwarf tucked a wolf skin a little closer around Jo’s shoulders. His expression
grew grim when he heard the girl moan a little. He slid Wyrmblight within her
reach and set her hand lightly on the hilt. Braddoc fancied the girl’s face
smoothed a little. In her condition, he thought, she won’t be able to lift the
blade, let alone injure herself with it. With a final nod, he turned and left the
tent.


            Karleah
and Dayin looked at him expectantly. “Is she settled?” the old woman asked, her
voice neutral.


            Braddoc nodded, then
joined the others at the fire. Dayin sat at Karleah’s feet. He was sorting a
number of dried twigs, some of which still held leaves and berries. Part of his lessons with the witch, Braddoc assumed. “Yes,
she’s settled,” Braddoc said flatly. He shook his head. “Poisoning her like
that wasn’t such a good idea. I think she’s having nightmares.”


            The
old woman frowned, then shrugged. “Of course she’s
having nightmares; the powder only guarantees sleep, not sweet dreams. But Jo
needs to rest. I don’t think she’s slept any since Flinn s death.”


            “Will
she be any better in the morning, Karleah?” Dayin asked softly. His young face
puckered with worry.


            Karleah
touched the boy’s shaggy hair briefly. “I think so, dear,” she said in a gentle
voice Braddoc had never heard from her. The old hag has a heart after all, he
thought. Karleah continued, “Jo placed too many of her hopes and dreams on Fain
Flinn. She would have discovered that in time—if only she’d had time. But we’ll
help her learn how to find new dreams for herself.”


            “How
long will she sleep, do you think?” Braddoc asked. He pulled out a whetstone
and began sharpening his battle-axe. The edge was already keen, but sharpening
the blade again gave the dwarf something to do.


            Karleah
squinted up at the midafternoon sun. “All day today and through the night, I
suspect—perhaps longer,” she answered.


            Braddoc’s
only response was to grunt. He flicked his thumb across the battle-axe and
smiled, well pleased with his work. He almost wished something other than
wolves would dare return to these woods. But the terrible battle that had been
fought between dragon and man had frightened away all creatures, and it would
be some time before they would return.


            Karleah pointed at a wrapped bundle
near one of the tents and said to Dayin, “Let’s try again, boy.”


            Silently
Dayin retrieved the bundle and unwrapped it at
Karleah’s feet. Inside were nearly a dozen wands. All were handsomely crafted,
adorned with glittering gems and made of rare, precious metals. All were
magical, inscribed with both ancient and recent runes of powers.


            And
not a one worked.


            Verdilith
had brought the wands with him in preparation for meeting Flinn, Karleah
surmised, but for some reason all the magic had been leached from them. Braddoc
frowned. The only logical explanation was that Verdilith hadn’t known the wands
were drained when he brought them to the glade. The other obvious answer, that
there was something about the glade that negated magicks, had been ruled out by
Karleah two days ago. She had tried to use her own spells and magical items to
reenchant the wands, but they would not hold the magic.


            Dayin
picked out a slender wand of silver embellished with mottled turquoise. “Try
this one, Karleah,” he suggested. “Let’s see if we can enchant this one.”


            Braddoc
glanced over with little interest. The workmanship on this particular wand had
not captured his fancy, for the silver was crudely cast. “She tried that one
the day before yesterday, Dayin,” Braddoc said gruffly. “If you’re intent on
being a wizard like Karleah, you’ll have to learn to be more observant of the
little details.” He was being pedantic, he knew, but Braddoc was hoping to goad
the boy. Dayin’s passivity rankled the dwarf. He
blamed Karleah for the child’s behavior—behavior Braddoc thought was far too
calm.


            Dayin turned to the dwarf. “If you
remember Karleah trying to use it, what did she do?” Dayin asked, a little
testily. The boy’s tanned nose wrinkled. Good, thought Braddoc. Get mad; don’t
be so sweet!


            “Why,
that I don’t recall,” Braddoc said smoothly, “but I do remember the outcome:
nothing!” He laughed abruptly, pleased with his little joke.


            Karleah
smirked at Braddoc. “Harrumph!” she muttered caustically. She turned to Dayin
and said, “Pay no attention to him, boy. Dwarves don’t know magic ... or humor.
Now, let’s try this wand of yours once more.”


            The
old wizardess held the wand before her and began murmuring an incantation. His
attention pulled from the battle-axe, Braddoc watched a scene he had witnessed
many times the past few days. Beside Karleah, Dayin began a counterchant. His
voice blended with Karleah’s, and the sound swelled and filled the air of the
glade. The wizardess’s bony fingers hovered above the wand and traced invisible
runes in the air. Dayin pulled powders and other items from the little pouches
Karleah had given him and dusted the wand—all to no avail.


            “I
don’t understand,” the crone muttered, her dark eyes snapping. “I just don’t
understand. We’ve established that all the wands in this glade are no longer
magical, but that doesn’t explain why I
can’t enchant them!” Karleah scratched her chin. “I’ve enchanted empty wands
before— even some of my own, now that I think about it.” The old woman’s bushy,
peppered brows knitted.


            “Is
there something wrong with the wands themselves, Karleah?” Dayin asked, staring at the silver item the wizardess had dropped.


            Karleah
shook her head. “No, they’re fine, for the most part. Oh, a few were trampled
in the fight, of course, but most of the wands are perfectly formed—they should
serve as fine new vessels for magic. All I need to do is enchant them!”


            Braddoc
raised one brow and cut in, “Maybe you’re not a good enough mage, old hag.”


            Karleah
turned on the dwarf and hissed, “Not good enough!” The womans voice rose to a
shriek. “Notgood
enough? Why, I’ll show you ‘not good enough’! ” Karleah pushed back
one sleeve of her nondescript gray robe, and Braddoc dove for his shield. The
dwarf managed to raise it only an instant before a flash of blue light struck
the shield and exploded into tiny sparks.


            After
the last fizzle sounded, Braddoc peered over the shield toward Karleah and Dayin.
The crone’s expression was mixed, telling him nothing, and the boy was frowning
in disapproval as usual. Braddoc turned the shield over and waved away the last
of the smoke. He saw with a measure of satisfaction that Karleah had missed the
center of the shield. “We’ll count that as one for me, old crone,” he jeered.


            Her
ancient features flexing, Karleah waved vaguely toward the shield, and a blue
light from her fingertip shone over a blackened scorch mark, “Mark’s closer to
the center than to the edge. My point.”


            “It’s
a tie!” Braddoc protested, pointing out that the latest scorch mark rested
squarely on the circular line that divided the iron hub from the wooden rim.
Three fainter black marks touched the inner circle of metal, while only two
marked the outer wood.


            “It’s
a tie?” Karleah replied, incredulous. “Ties go to me, eh?”


            Braddoc
shook his head. “I think not, hag. Ties belong to the dodger. That makes it
three to three.” The dwarf shook his head again and laughed. “I just pray one
of these days you don’t really miss,
Karleah!”


            The wizardess sniffed haughtily and
then said, “The day I miss, Braddoc, is the day you forget to dodge!” Her black
eyes twinkled at the dwarf suddenly, taking away some of the sting.


            Dayin
broke in, his voice sharp with concern. “I don’t think you two should play this
game,” he said urgently. His summer-sky blue eyes flickered between the dwarf
and Karleah. “Someone’s going to get hurt.”


            “No
one’s going to get hurt,” Braddoc rejoined, annoyed at the boy. “Karleah and I
both know what we’re doing. Besides, it’s useful practice for me to stay in
shape as a fighter. Though, truth to tell—” Braddoc s good eye winked at
Karleah “—the first time the hag took a potshot at me I was a little
surprised!”


            Dayin
glanced at the wand he was holding, his brow wrinkling with anger. Come on,
boy! Braddoc thought. Let it out! Show us your anger; show us you’re alive!
When Dayin did nothing more than purse his lips, Braddoc frowned. Same reaction
as always, Braddoc thought. The boy had plenty to be angry about: his father
had maliciously abandoned his young son, he’d had to survive for two years in
the wilderness, and only a few weeks ago he discovered his father was the evil
mage Teryl Auroch. Even one of these events would send Braddoc on a tirade, he
knew, but Dayin always contained his anger.


            The
boy was faultlessly useful in camp and always pleasant and conciliatory.
Braddoc suspected that Dayin blamed himself for his father’s leaving and thus
tried to remain as unobtrusive as possible. Perhaps Dayin would not risk losing
his temper for fear the others would also abandon him. Whatever the cause, the
boy’s manner grated on Braddoc’s nerves, and the dwarf deliberately tried to
provoke the boy on more than one occasion. So far, nothing had cracked the
child’s resolve.


            Dayin
held up the wand. “Karleah, you said the wands were drained of magic. I’d say
it’s more than drained. They’ve been altered so that they can no longer hold
magic, as if every spark of enchantment had been removed,” Dayin conjectured.
His young blond brows knitted in imitation of Karleah’s bushy gray-black ones.
Braddoc stifled a laugh.


            Karleah
nodded sagely. “I’m afraid that’s the conclusion I’ve come to, too, Dayin.” She
shrugged. “Whatever did it must be powerful indeed. I’ve never run across a
spell that could do that!”


            “What
do you propose to do with them?” Braddoc asked, eyeing
one particular wand that had caught his attention with its chased gold filigree
set with emeralds that shone in the sunlight.


            Again
the old woman shrugged. “They’re useless to me. We can bring them back to the
Castle of the Three Suns, but the mages there are mere bunglers next to me.”


            Braddoc
raised a brow at Karleah’s statement but wisely chose to say nothing. He never
timed his taunts of the wizardess too closely; he was well aware her magic
missiles were of a low-key variety, and he didn’t want to push her to anything
more powerful.


            Karleah
continued, “We’ll find out what’s what at the dragon’s lair. I’m sure of it.”
She turned to Braddoc. “If you’ve really found the hill we saw in the crystal,
dwarf, then I can find us a way in, even if you couldn’t.”


            Braddoc
drew the whetstone across the edge of his battle-axe one last time before he
looked at Karleah. “I found it, all right, but like I said—” the dwarf shook
his head “—there’s no entrance to the lair. None whatsoever.”
The crone s faced crinkled into myriad wrinkles as she suddenly grimaced.
“Leave that to me.” Her black eyes glittered in the setting sun.












          Chapter II


 


              ohauna awoke late the next morning, feeling sluggish. A
strange, twittering sound had awakened her, surrounding her and lifting her
from her dreams. She pushed the sound awray, unwilling to discern
its source. Flinn is dead, she thought, and I’m alive. I’m alive to avenge his
death, and avenge it I will. Her teeth clenched, then her hand wandered across
the furs until she felt the cold, comforting steel of Wyrmblight. She could
hear someone moving about outside the tent, and she knew it was time to join
her comrades.


            Jo
sat up in the furs and looked around the dark canvas tent she had shared with
Karleah during their journey through the Wulfholdes. From one tent pole, the
old wiz- ardess had hung several knapsacks and bags, brimming with smaller bags,
vials, and boxes. Jo swore Karleah must have brought every herb, dried relic,
and powdered substance she possessed. It had taken Jo a while to get used to
the pungent aroma. Sometimes the odors invaded her sleep and gave her strange
dreams, though last night’s dreams were surely caused by the drug Karleah had
given her in the stew.


            Rubbing her eyes, Jo threw back the
furs and dressed herself, the cold air speeding her movements. She tugged on
her boots. They were finely crafted of heavy burgundy leather, and they were a
source of pride to the poor orphan girl from Specularum. Jo stroked the silver
buckles as she tightened the clasps running up the sides. She remembered being
given the boots, along with her other clothing, at the Castle of the Three
Suns. A faint smile flickered across Jo’s face. The young woman had teasingly
displayed her new boots to Flinn in their rooms at the castle, and she
remembered now the warm, admiring glance he’d given her.


            “Stop
it, Jo,” the young woman whispered aloud. Don’t torture yourself. Flinn’s dead,
and your memories of him must be, too—at least for a while. You can’t survive
if every little thing reminds you of him. Jo fastened the clasps of the other
boot hurriedly, struggling to keep her thoughts from Flinn. She stood quickly,
picked up Wyrmblight, and left the tent.


            Jo
blinked in the sudden light. The sun was nearly straight overhead in a
cloudless sky. The sheen of green from a swaying branch caught her attention.
Why, she thought, it wasn’t just a dream! Spring is really here! The twittering
she had heard earlier was the chirp of birds— thousands of birds. Jo saw
blackbirds lining the tree branches above her, their trilling voices filling
the air in a celebration of spring. The squire impulsively waved her arms above
her head and shouted. The birds, silenced for a moment, abruptly took to the
air. Their wing beats were nearly as loud as their singing had been. Almost as
one, the entire flock swirled up from the branches and shot into the sky
overhead. They descended almost immediately to other trees, farther off. A
moment later, the woods again rang with the sounds of ten thousand bird voices.


            Jo
felt her lethargy leave her. The birds were an omen of healing, of repairing
the damage that had been done. Jo stepped toward Karleah, who was sitting near
the small campfire.


            “Mornin’,”
Karleah said tersely. “Or should I say good day?” The old womans brows lifted
in mock disapproval. She turned back to the shirt she was mending.


            “Blame
it on your potion, Karleah,” Jo rejoined. She sat beside the wizardess and
pulled off a chunk of the bread warming by the fire. Jo ate greedily, suddenly
aware of how hungry she was.


            The
old woman grunted. She licked the thread attached to her needle and made a
stitch or two before she asked, “You feeling better?” Karleah’s tiny, dark eyes
were keen.


            Jo
met the womans gaze without flinching. “Yes,” she said slowly, “I’m ‘better.’
Healed, no—better, yes.”


            “Take
your time, girl,” Karleah said. The old woman reached out and awkwardly patted
Jo’s hand. “You’re young, you’ll heal. I know that’s hard to swallow, but it’s
the truth.”


            Jo
turned her eyes to the loaf of bread as she pulled off a second piece. She felt
the muscles of her face constrict and harden. Yes, I’ll heal, she thought. I’ll
heal the day I’ve made Verdilith pay for taking Flinn’s life. Aye, and Sir Brisbois and Tervl Auroch, too. They all had a
hand in Flinn’s death. Sir Brisbois.
Jo grimaced as she recalled the man who had brought about Flinn’s fall from grace,
from the knighthood. That smug bastard will pay, just as dearly as the wyrm! Jo
vowed.


            The
young squire added a stick to the fire, though it didn’t need it. She looked
back at Karleah, suddenly aware the old woman had been watching her closely. Jo
said calmly, “Where’s Braddoc and Dayin?”


            “Went to tend the animals,” Karleah
said. She tied a knot, then bit the thread off. She
held up a rough shirt. “I declare, that boy is hard on clothes.” The old woman
grabbed her staff and used it to stand. “They’ll be back soon. Finish that bite
of food, will you? We’ve eaten already. Dayin found some tubers this morning in
the softening ground.” Karleah grunted in pain suddenly. “I’m glad it’s finally
spring. Winter’s hard on old bones. . . ”


            Jo’s
thoughts turned inward, and the sound of Karleah’s voice receded and joined
that of the blackbirds’. The squire sat cross-legged before the fire and
balanced Wyrmblight across her knees. Gently, reverently, she touched the
silver blade, her fingertips barely grazing the four raised sigils. Eyeing a
speck of dirt, Jo fished through her clothing to find a rag to wipe away the
offending spot. The only thing suitable was a small cloth from her belt. Jo
stroked the midnight-blue swath with reverence. It was a remnant of Flinn’s
first tunic as a knight in the Order of the Three Suns. Flinn had torn up the
tunic to bandage her wounds, but Jo pieced the strips together and restitched
the three golden suns across the field of blue, the emblem of Penhaligon.


            The
young woman returned the cloth favor to her belt, tucking it in securely. She
brushed away the dirt on the sword with her hands. Wyrmblight, Wyrmblight, she
silently besought the sword. I will avenge Flinn’s death, but how? How? Have faith. The words echoed inside her
soul. Have faith. Jo sighed and
looked up.


            Braddoc
and Dayin were returning with the mounts. Jo’s horse Carsig, Braddoc s
long-legged ponies, and the horse Karleah rode were tied to a lead rein. The
animals were tackled, ready to journey. Following without a lead came Fernlover, Flinn’s pack mule. Fernlover was braying,
and the sound was heartbreaking. Poor thing, Jo thought suddenly. You miss
Flinn, too. You know we’re getting ready to leave, and he still hasn’t come
back.


            The
dwarf handed Dayin the rein, and Dayin tied the mounts to a nearby tree. They
began nibbling at the new growth surrounding the campsite. Braddoc strode
closer to Jo, who stood and faced him squarely.


            “Is
it time, Johauna?” Braddoc asked, his one good eye
focused on Jo.


            She
nodded. “Yes,” she said steadily. Jo looked from Braddoc to Karleah and then to
Dayin. She nodded again. “Yes, it’s time. We break camp and ride. We’ve a
dragon to kill!” Her gray eyes glittered in the spring sunlight.


 


            Johauna
held on to Carsig’s rein and knelt beside the dwarf. When speaking with Braddoc
Jo often preferred to be on his level. She looked the direction the dwarf
pointed. The rugged Wulfholdes surrounded them like great black walls,
threatening to close in. The last time Jo had traversed these hills, the ground
had been white with treacherous ice and snow. Now touches of green crept
through the gray here and there, masking the shale and flint that made up the
backbone of the land.


            “There,”
Braddoc pointed. “That’s where the trail ended. The blood disappeared. Either
Verdilith took to the air there, or else he changed into something so small I
couldn’t follow his tracks.”


            Jo
stared up at the large hill directly ahead of them. Car- sig snorted and shook
his head, and she shushed the gelding. The hill was smoother, more rounded than
most in the Wulfholdes, and there was a scraggly pine nearby. “You’re right,”
she said slowly. “That is the hill we saw in the crystal the time we asked to
see the dragon’s lair. But, Braddoc, I barely recognize it; I don’t think I
would have if you hadn’t forewarned me.”


            The
dwarf nodded. “I know. What with spring here, I hardly recognize it either. I
might not have if I hadn’t seen the hill almost a week ago, when it was still
under winter snows.”


            Jo
looked at her friend and smiled. “Thank you for following the trail so promptly
and not waiting for me,” she said quietly. “I wanted to come with you . .


            Braddoc’s
good eye flickered to the silver clasp he had given Jo for her hair the day
they had met, then returned to Jo’s face. “You kept
the vigil, Johauna,” he said huskily. “You did Flinn proud.”


            The
squire shook her head and turned back to the hill. “You’re sure there’s no
entrance?”


            Braddoc
said adamantly, “As sure as I’m a fourth cousin twice removed from the King of
Dwarves, I am.” Jo smiled at the warrior’s manner. He only invoked his remote
tie to royalty when he was at his most resolute. “I tell you, Johauna, 1
searched every square foot of that hill and every hill for a mile around.” He
shrugged. “I had nothing better to do, so I searched. There’s no passage large
enough for a human or dwarf—let alone a dragon— to get through.”


            “Then
the dragon must shapechange each time to get into the lair, is that what you’re
saying?” Jo asked suddenly. “That makes sense. We know Verdilith can change
shape; we saw him change at the great hall in the castle. And Flinn told me
once that Verdilith could change without even using magic—‘the damned Anointing
of Immortal Alphaks,’ Flinn railed it.” Verdilith’s ability to change form had
cost Flinn his honor, and his wife. “Are there smaller passages?” Jo asked.


            Braddoc
nodded. “Aye—more than just a few, too. I caught sign
of a weasels entrance over to the east near the base
of the hill.” Braddoc pointed at a small rock pile. “If the weasels
hole winds all the way to the center of the lair, Verdilith could get in
through there.”


            Jo
frowned. “To get through a weasel’s tunnel, the dragon would have to be pretty
small. He’d have to try to get in while the weasel was away or else risk
fighting while he was in his injured state, wouldn’t he?” Jo shook her head.
“No, from your description, Verdilith was far too hurt to risk fighting a
weasel underground. He must have used a different passage to get inside.”


            The
dwarf bared his teeth in a vicious smile. “Yes—and I think I know which passage
it is! Or, rather, which passages they
are.” Braddoc pointed to the rocky summit of the hill. “The crown is littered
with tiny crevices, crevices so tiny only a bat or a mouse could crawl through
them.” “How do you know they go all the way through?” Jo asked.


            “Two
days ago I saw half a dozen bats exit the hill—and they came through the crown. That’s how I found
the crevices. That has to be the way Verdilith got in; it has to!” Braddoc said
earnestly.


            Jo
stood and turned to Karleah and Dayin as the two of them dismounted. Jo watched
in concern as the old wiz- ardess nearly fell when her feet touched the loose
shale covering the ground. Dayin hurried to Karleah s side and handed the crone
her staff. Slowly the pair made their way toward Jo and Braddoc.


            “Karleah?
Are you all right?” Jo asked tentatively as she saw how heavily the old woman
leaned on the boy.


            The
wizardess shot the young squire a thunderous look. “Don’t ‘Karleah’ me, girl,”
Karleah said testily. “A little saddle stiffness never killed anyone. If you’re
thinking to send me home, you’ve another think coming.” She gestured at the
hill with her staff. “Besides, how’re you going to get in there without me?”


            Jo
shrugged. “Short of our digging frozen earth, Karleah, you’re it. Braddoc
swears the only two entrances are the weasel’s lair over there or the crown of
the hill.” Jo pointed to the two areas. “What do you think? Can you get us
inside? Could you teleport us inside, all at once? My blink-dog’s tail could
have carried me alone in there, if it hadn’t gotten lost.”


            “Alone
to fight a dragon,” Karleah echoed irritablv. “Think, girl!”


            Jo
s eyes narrowed for a moment, and she touched the hilt of Wyrmblight. I
wouldn’t be alone, she thought. She half expected to hear the sword repeat the
words have faith to her, but the
blade was silent.


            The
old woman cocked one eyebrow. “I’ve an idea,” Karleah drawled slowly, “but it’s
going to take a bit of doing.” She shook her head. “I don’t like the idea of
transporting us to a place I’ve never been—”


            “But
we’ve seen the inside of the lair, Karleah,” Dayin interrupted, “through the
crystals. Isn’t that as good a vision as having been there?”


            Jo
looked hopefully at Karleah, who scratched her chin and was silent. Jo
prompted, “I’m sure whatever you have in mind will get us inside, Karleah, but
teleporting would be the quickest.
We’ve already lost so many days that I hate the idea of waiting any longer.
He’s had nearly a week to heal—”


            “Yes, yes!” Karleah interrupted,
waving her hands impatiently. Sighing, she said slowly, “It’s possible the
dragon gave us a false vision when we saw his lair through the crystals. Have
you thought about that?”


            “Yes,
it’s possible ” Jo said equally slowly, “but I think
it’s unlikely.” Jo stretched to her fullest height and towered over the tiny
crone, a technique she had seen Flinn use on the guards when he had entered the
Castle of the Three Suns. She doubted Karleah would succumb to intimidation,
but Jo had to try. She would tear the ground asunder with her bare hands if it
was the only way to enter the lair and avenge Flinn’s death. “If you can get
Braddoc and me in immediately via some kind of spell, Karleah, I think you should
do it,” Jo said coolly.


            The
old woman frowned but stood her ground. She looked up at Jo for a long moment
before finally saying, “Very well, I’ll teleport you, but I’m coming with you.
You may need me.”


            “And
me!” Dayin called out.


            Jo
put a free hand on Dayin’s shoulder. She said sincerely, “Dayin, I know how
much you want to come with us, but there’s an equally important task outside
the lair: tending the animals. If we don’t come out of there alive, it’d be
cruel to leave Carsig and the others tied to a tree to starve themselves to
death. Besides, between ores and abelaats, you’ll have your hands full keeping
the mounts safe and hidden until we come back. Will you do it?” Jo didn’t add
that she couldn’t afford the distraction of guarding Dayin while she was
battling Verdilith.


            “But—”
Dayin began.


            “A
good soldier follows orders to the letter, Dayin,” Braddoc said gruffly. “The
best help he can give is to do what he’s asked. Take the animals to that hill
over there and keep watch at a distance. If something strange happens, retreat
farther south, then wait for us.”


            Jo
nodded, then added grimly, “And if we don’t return in,
say, two days, head back to the castle. The castellan will take care of you. Of
that I’m sure.”


            The
boy nodded, placated. “I liked Sir Graybow. He was nice.” Jo smiled. The aging
castellan had been Flinn’s mentor—and his good friend. Without Sir Graybow,
Flinn would never have had the chance to present his case and demand justice
from his false accusers.


            Dayin
gathered the mounts’ reins, then turned and left the trio still standing at the
base of the hill. Jo looked from Karleah to Braddoc and said, “This is it.” She
twisted Wyrmblight in her hands. “You know I don’t expect either of you to come
with me,” she said seriously.


            Braddoc
and Karleah snorted in glottal chorus. Had Jo’s heart been any less heavy, she
would have laughed.


            “This
isn’t even worth discussing, Johauna,” Braddoc said disdainfully. “Of course
we’re coming with you. That’s final. Now, get on with your spell, witch.”


            Karleah
rummaged through her pockets and pulled out two amulets. She handed one to Jo
and the other to Braddoc. The squire shifted the charm back and forth, catching
the faint runes in the sunlight. Its rough links of tarnished gold held an oval
of beaten silver. She looked at Braddoc, who raised his brow, and they both
turned to the wizardess.


            “They’re
pendants,” Karleah noted unnecessarily. “They’ll protect you—or at least they
should. I’ve never used them—never had need to ’til
now. 1 traded for them more’n a year ago, so I hope they’re all right.”


            Jo
bit her lower lip. “What do you think we’ll find inside the dragon’s lair,
Karleah?” She put her amulet on.


            The old woman shrugged. “Verdilith’s
an old wyrm; he knows how to protect himself. Chances are,
the lair’s booby-trapped left and right. You can be sure those entrances
Braddoc found are.”


            “Will
your teleport spell get us in past the traps?” Jo asked.


            Again
the older woman shrugged. “Past the ones the dragon has at the entrances, yes.
Past anything inside, well ... I can’t say for sure. ’Course, Verdilith may
have this whole area charmed against that kind of entry. My spell might not
even work.”


            Braddoc
pulled the amulet over his head and gripped his battle-axe. “I trust my
reflexes and my weapon, old hag, but I’ll wear your charm anyway.” He grimaced
uncomfortably at the magic medallion around his neck.


            “Harrumph,”
Karleah snorted. “You’d better. The amulet should help, especially if we find
ourselves in the middle of one of
Verdilith’s surprises.”


            Jo
stroked the hammered silver. “Are you going to be all right, Karleah? Do you
have a charm of your own?”


            “Don’t
worry about me, girl,” the wizardess retorted. She held up her ornately twisted
oak staff and fingered a few carved runes on it. “My staff is all the
protection I need.” She planted the staff’s tip in the rocky soil in front of
her. "‘Now, reach out and put one hand above mine.”


            Jo
and Braddoc did as they were bid, each putting out a left hand to grasp the smooth
wood of the staff. Jo gripped Wyrmblight with her right hand, the sword held
canelike, with its tip resting on the soil. The great sword’s six feet of steel
made it too heavy to be wielded with but one hand. Jo bridled at the indignity
of setting the sword’s tip on the ground, but she wanted to be ready for
whatever she would face. Karleah closed her eyes and began to murmur softly,
words spilling from the old wizardess s lips.


            As the incantation wore on, the
squire looked down at the dwarf and said calmly, “If the Immortals favor us
with luck, Braddoc, Verdilith will still be nursing his wounds, unprepared to
meet Wyrmblight again.”


            “That’s
hoping for a lot of luck, johauna,” Braddoc answered smoothly. His brown eye
glinted at Jo. “Let’s hope we are so lucky.”


            Jo
ground her teeth and nodded. “For Flinn!” she shouted just as Karleah finished
her spell.


            The
strange feeling of being yanked from the physical world seized Jo. Next came
the disjunct sensation of existing momentarily in a separate state, and Jo knew
she was traveling through the solid rock of the mountain. Her blink-dog’s tail
had allowed her to blink from one place to another, but never had she traveled
more than twenty yards or so, and never felt the medium around her. Now, she had
the odd sensation of wading through earth and rock, and the impression that
whole minutes passed by. The feelings lasted longer than her longest blink ever
had, and she had time enough to worry that the spell had failed. Then hard
earth, smooth and cold, formed beneath her feet.


            Jo
released Karleah’s staff and dropped to a crouch immediately, Wyrmblight
swinging into position before her. The squire blinked her eyes, trying to focus
them in the sudden blackness of the dragon’s lair. The inside of the cavern was
dark save for the twinkling of tiny lights far above jo’s
head. For a moment she wondered if Karleah’s spell had transported them to
somewhere beneath a night sky. Then, in the gloom surrounding her, she made out
a stalagmite projecting up from a sandy floor.


            Behind Johauna a sudden hiss broke
the silence, and the squire whirled about. Light flared from the top of Karleah
s staff; Jo held back her sword. Easy, girl, Jo admonished herself. No need to
take off Karleah’s head. Jo glanced at Braddoc and nodded to the far side of
the wizardess. The dwarf moved to flank Karleah, and Jo did the same. Whatever
the cost, she and Braddoc would protect the old woman.


            The
light from Karleah’s staff extended in all directions, and Jo could see to the
farthest corners of the immense cavern, though the edges were but dim outlines.
Before Jo and her companions lay an enormous chamber, its
length too vast to properly judge. About one-third that distance
separated the ceiling from the floor. The tiny spots of light Jo had mistaken
for stars still twinkled overhead; in fact, they seemed to shine more brightly
now that Karleah’s spell had lit the cavern. They seemed to be little crystals,
and Jo wondered briefly if they were anything like the abelaat stones.


            No
Verdilith in sight. Before Jo knew whether she was frustrated or relieved, her
attention was drawn to the huge mounds of glittering coins and gems lying not
more than a minute’s walk away.


            Jo
stared at the flowing mound of treasure, a mound so vast she could not see it
all without turning her head. The mountain of riches sparkled with gems and
pieces of jewelry, casually lying beside golden goblets, platinum plates, and
copper kettles. Coronets and diadems winked at Jo, and for a moment the orphan
from Specularum couldn’t believe her eyes. Such utter opulence couldn’t really
exist. Johauna heard Braddoc gasp in disbelief as he, too, gazed in wonder at
the mound. For a long moment, the squire was lost in the gleaming magnificence
of the wealth. Then the memory of Flinn returned, and she threw off her
avarice.


            Jo shot out a warning hand when
Braddoc took a step forward. She stared intently into the eyes of her two
companions and shook her head in warning. Braddoc frowned, then
nodded. Jo gestured for the three of them to start circling around the cavern
before checking out the treasure hoard. The squire glanced briefly at Karleah’s
light, and for a moment she resented it. With that second sun blazing in the
cavern, even the blind bats would know of their presence. Now that they knew,
though, it made no sense to put out the light. The idea of stumbling through
the dark and into Verdilith’s maw certainly didn’t appeal to Johauna Menhir.


            The
three stepped forward, weaving their way through the stalagmites and piles of
rocky rubble that littered the floor of the cavern. Jo’s senses strained to
detect any sign of life—movement, blood, noxious breath, the shudder of giant
footsteps. . . . But she sensed only the sand crunching beneath her boots and
the vision of gold swaying before her. She tore her gaze away deliberately and
stared at the cavern surrounding them.


            She
continued walking along the edge of the cavern, taking care to stay within the
more protecting confines of the wall. The treasure pile was so vast and high
that the green dragon could easily be lying in wait behind it. Perhaps he lay
in the open area beyond the treasure—the area that was so clearly the wyrm’s
lair.


            Where
is Verdilith? Jo thought angrily, then tried to calm
herself. You’re using anger to cover fear, girl, she told herself sternly.
Could Flinn have injured the wyrm so badly that we’ll find a dead dragon? she wondered. Having heard many tales of the recuperative
spells dragons use, that seemed highly unlikely. No,
Verdilith has to be somewhere just up ahead, Jo thought. She lifted the heavy
sword slightly higher.


            As
she moved along the wall of the main chamber, the stalagmites became taller and
more tightly clustered. Several of the larger ones obscured the squire’s view,
and Jo grew worried. The stone pillars also cast looming shadows in the light
of Karleah’s staff. Jo’s tension grew, and her hands gripped Wyrmblight
tightly. The perfect place for an ambush, she thought. Her ears strained for
some sound and her eyes sought to pierce the occasional patch of gloom.


            Then
Karleah s light faintly gleamed off a shadowy, scaly mound ahead. More gold? Jo wondered suddenly, her heart beating fast. Or
the dragon’s chest scales?


            A
minute flapping movement on the ground a few feet away distracted Jo. She
halted abruptly. Karleah and Braddoc stopped behind her. “Did you see it?” Jo
whispered tersely, breaking the silence. Her voice sounded harsh and
inordinately loud in the cavern.


            Karleah
shook her head, and Braddoc peered forward.


            Still
staring at the spot where she was sure she had seen movement, Jo inclined her
head slightly toward the dwarf. “Something moved! It’s just ahead—up by that
next pile of rocks!” she said.


            Braddoc
and Karleah both stared at the patch of lighted sand cradled by two stalagmites
and smaller rocks. Strained moments passed, and Braddoc said, “I don’t see—”


            Then,
suddenly, the three of them saw the little flutter of movement that had caught
Johauna’s eye. There, on the sandy floor of the dragon’s cavern, crouched a
bat. A ray of light shifted and hit the creature, and Jo saw the tiny thing
clearly. It flapped its wings helplessly, then opened its mouth and squealed.


 












          Chapter III


 


 


              ohauna stepped forward, preparing to brush aside the
creature with her boot. “Its just a bat,” she said in
relief to Karleah, behind her. She extended her leg to kick the tiny, squawking
animal out of harms way.


            “Wait!
Jo!” Karleah croaked in sudden fear.


            Something hard and heavy crashed
against Jos shoulder. The squire lost her balance. “What
the—!” She fell to the cavern floor, only just glimpsing the massive
object that struck her. Where the bat had once been, a seething lump of
metamorphosing flesh now lay.


            Convulsing. Transforming.


            A dragon-size lump of
flesh.


            Jo
rolled to her feet, a snarl on her lips and Wyrmblight in her hands. The blade
shone faintly, and its hilt was warm to the touch.


            “Stand
back!” shouted Karleah, waving her staff at Jo and Braddoc. The old wizardess
struck the ground with the staff. It stayed upright by her side, its ball of
light illuminating the cavern still. Karleah pulled back her sleeves and
immediately began murmuring an incantation, her gnarled hands blurring with
speed.


            Ignoring Karleah’s instructions,
Johauna swung Wyrmblight above her head and leaped forward, shouting, “Fttiinn!”


            As
Jo hurtled toward the transmuting lump of matter, it exploded in size and
shape, taking Verdilith’s form. The squire hurled Wyrmblight down onto the
beast in a massive, two-handed arc that carried every ounce of strength and
willpower she possessed.


            A
sudden, blinding flash of blue light came from Jo’s left and struck Wyrmblight
before her blow could reach the dragon’s flesh. The blue streaks of Karleah s
spell flared brilliantly, magic clashing with elven silver and dwarven steel. A
tremendous shudder of energy traveled up the blade and into Jo’s arms, almost
wrenching the sword from her hands. The full force of the blow struck her body,
and Jo was thrown backward across the cavern.


            The
squire’s flight ended almost forty feet later when she struck a stalagmite. The
stone projection caught Jo in the back, and breath exploded from her body. She
tumbled to the stony ground. Her spine felt snapped in two and tears of pain
stung her eyes. Jo struggled for air, but her lungs would not respond. Sharp,
stabbing pains pierced her chest.


            Am
I dying? she wondered frantically. Why can’t I catch
my breath? I’ve got to kill Verdilith. I can’t die until he is dead! The
squire’s fingers tightened on Wyrmblight, still clutched reflexively in her
hand. Please, let me live, she pleaded to the sword. Let me outlive the dragon,
if only by moments! She struggled to control the fear that washed over her.


            The
Great Green, Verdilith, separated Jo from Karleah and Braddoc. Around him lay
stalagmites, crushed to rubble beneath his newly formed claws of ivory. His
emerald-green hide was laced with myriad cuts, and fresh blood seeped from
unhealed wounds. A gaping gash nearly a foot deep and more than three feet long
bled profusely along the dragon’s right side. It was a serious wound, though
perhaps not mortal, and it looked fresh. Jo had expected Verdilith to be healed
by now, healed with the extraordinary spells he knew.


            In
the instant that all these thoughts flooded through Jo’s spinning mind, the
great green dragon reared back in fury, extending and fluttered his giant,
batlike wings. Wind whistled through numerous holes in the wings’ fragile
membranes. A few of the holes were so large that Jo knew the dragon couldn’t
fly.


            Attack!
Jo cried silently to her friends. Just beyond the beast, she could see Braddoc
and Karleah; they stood like statues, poised as they had been when Jo had made
her lunge. Apparently Verdilith’s magic is far more powerful than Karleah’s, Jo
thought with a moan of pain.


            Struggling
desperately to move, the squire braced Wyrmblight against the ground and tried
to pull herself upward. She rose to one knee before
agonizing pain twisted through her back, forcing her back to the stony cavern
floor. With an extreme effort, she held her head up and looked toward the
dragon and her comrades. Why are they just standing there? she
thought anxiously. Why don’t they do
something?


            The
dragon turned his enormous head toward Jo, and the curved amber horns on his
brow glinted coldly in the light of Karleah’s staff. Through her haze of pain
Jo wondered if Verdilith had somehow read her thoughts. She saw the golden,
malevolent eyes staring at her, perhaps gauging her ability to harm him. Then,
with slow and deliberate malice, he stepped toward Jo and extended his
trembling right claw. She gasped, struggling back from the razor-tipped talon.
Eyeing her evilly, Verdilith lowered the massive claw, setting the ivory tip of
one nail on the flat of Wyrmblight.


            “No!”
Jo shrieked, trying desperately to yank the sword away. It wouldn’t budge; the
sigil for Glory was snagged on the dragon’s claw. Wyrmblight s hilt felt
suddenly red- hot in Johaunas grasp. With one quick flick of his talon,
Verdilith wrenched the sword from Jo’s hand and sent it skidding across the
stone floor toward him. The hilt struck sparks in the darksome lair as it
passed.


            “Wyrmblight,”
the dragon whispered in greedy awe, pinning the sword beneath his claw. Careful
not to let the blade touch his flesh, he prodded it toward a cluster of
stalagmites. There, with the caution of a jeweler, he slid the sword between a
tight pair of rock columns. Then, setting his claw on the hilt, he began to
bend the blade sideways. “Good-bye, Wyrmblight,” the dragon mumbled venomously.


            “No!”
Jo cried out again, struggling to get up. Her body cried out in pain but,
gritting her teeth, she slowly rose to one knee.


            With
a ghoulish smile on his spearlike teeth, Verdilith snapped the blade harshly to
one side. Instead of breaking, however, Wyrmblight cut hissing through the rock
columns and dropped loose. One of the stone pillars, sliced in half, broke free
from the cave roof and fell like a massive tree into the lair. The resulting boom shook the stony ground beneath Jo,
and made her ears ring.


            “You
can’t destroy it, Verdilith,” Jo shouted in agonized triumph. “Not you!
Wyrmblight was forged to kill you, and it’ll stay whole until its purpose is
fulfilled.”


            Verdilith turned his enormous head
toward her and regarded her with all the disdain he would have for an injured
fly. The vast lids over his slitted eyes drew into a dubious and irritable
line.


            “Quiet,
bitch,” he murmured, green gas spilling gently from his nostrils and rolling
over her.


            Choking,
Johauna croaked out, “Karleah! Do something!” She clamped her eyes closed
against the stinging gas and rasped, “Braddoc, attack! Fight, damn you! Fight!” Every battered muscle in her back screamed with the
drawn breaths.


            Unconcerned,
Verdilith snagged the sword once again. He shifted his weight to his back
haunches and assumed a sitting position. Only then did Jo see his wounded left
arm. A jagged laceration, nearly three feet long, puckered rawly across the
inner flat of the claw and up Verdilith’s forearm. Exposed white tendons,
likely snapped by Wyrmblight, extruded from the claw and arm; the limb was
withered and virtually useless. Somehow Jo knew the wound would never heal,
though the skin surrounding it might finally pucker and close over. She grinned
with evil satisfaction. “Good for you, Flinn,” Jo whispered huskily, taking
shallow breaths. “You’ve maimed the bastard for life!” She gained her feet and
staggered toward Karleah and Braddoc.


            The
dragon studied the sword, cautiously lifting it in his claws. Setting her teeth
in determination, Jo inched closer to her friends. Verdilith’s eye turned
distractedly toward her, and he let out a roar that reverberated through the
cavern. A cloud of noxious green mist erupted from his maw, covering Jo and the
statuelike forms of Karleah and Braddoc.


            Jo held her breath and dropped again
to her knees. Watching her, Verdilith grinned. Slowly he snaked his long,
sinuous neck toward her. The beast’s ivory fangs glinted, and his gums glowed
with green bile. A long, snakelike tongue flickered out, licking away the
viscid fluid. The stench that rolled from his mouth nearly made Jo retch. The
dragon lowered his head, a head the size of a small cottage, to Jo’s level. His
golden-orange eyes gleamed moistly, and little puffs of poisonous mist plumed
from his nostrils.


            It
was the first time Jo had ever really seen the dragon,
and even the pain in her back and lungs retreated in the face of her sudden
terror. Nothing could have prepared her for this sight. Nothing could have
prepared her for facing Verdilith.


            “Ssssooooooo,”
Verdilith hissed in a long drawl, “you are the foolish successor to foolish
Flinn?” An amber eye flickered to the sword, dangling in Verdilith’s good claw.
Even beyond her grasp, the sword seemed to whisper have faith to Jo. Heeding the words, she tapped the anger inside
her—her only hope to fight off the terror of his presence. This fiend killed Flinn! she
shouted to herself. You must avenge that death, broken bones be damned!


            The
dragon’s tongue tested the air, and droplets of green spittle splashed at Jo’s
feet. “Your magicks and your sword are too feeble to defeat me,” Verdilith
continued. The words sounded clipped and strangely alien to Jo, as if they were
coming from a great distance instead of the few steps that separated Jo and her
foe. “Your precious Flinn proved that. Your attacks now prove that. Your
comrades are dead, and so are you.” The dragon opened his jaws, revealing rows
of deadly, spearlike teeth.


            He
dropped Wyrmblight before her.


            “Go, ahead,” he seethed. “Take the
sword. Kill me if you can.”


            Jo
grappled the blade, struggling to clutch its hilt with her weary hands. Finally
securing her hold, she raised the sword and thrust it toward the dragon’s head.


            With
something akin to a purr, Verdilith lowered his face toward the sword and
rubbed it lovingly along his jaw. The keen, hot edge of steel lightly sliced
into the tender facial skin of the dragon, hissing as blood poured slowly onto
it. A spark of pain appeared for a moment in Verdilith’s massive eyes, but
quickly transformed into a dull glow of pleasure. Jo wrenched fiercely at the
blade, trying to redirect it toward the dragon’s throat. Wyrmblight swung about, leveling toward the creature’s throat, but Verdilith
caught it lightly between his massive teeth.


            Without
releasing his bite, the dragon murmured, “A mere shaving
implement, this.” He stared mirthlessly at Johauna, his golden eyes
narrowing. Despite the dragon’s words, despite his apparent lack of concern about
the blade, Jo saw a moment of fear in those great, slitted eyes. He blinked it
away, and the wound on his face gently dripped blood onto the stone beside her.
“Why need I destroy a shaving implement?” Verdilith continued,
his voice strangely tense. “Especially, when I can destroy its bearer?”


            “To arms, children of stone! To arms!” came
the ragged shout of Braddoc Briarblood from some distance behind the dragon. As
Verdilith whirled his huge head toward the call, a thud of metal sounded.


            Verdilith
shrieked.


            In
the same moment, a roaring funnel of wind suddenly formed in the cavern. It
grew rapidly, swirling to one side of the cave, some distance away. Johauna
wondered if


            Karleah would be able to control the
air elemental in time to actually threaten Verdilith.


            Whether or not she could, Jo’s time
was at hand.


            Scrambling
unsteadily to her feet, she charged the beast’s exposed breast. Her gray eyes
flashed with anger and dread anticipation as she pulled Wyrmblight back for the
killing blow. “For Flinn!” Jo lunged unevenly with the
blade, letting her stumbling body impart its force to the attack. Still, it was
a weak thrust at best, and misdirected, but the sword shone suddenly bright in
its path. It glanced off the scales of the creature’s breast and dug into the
dragon’s crippled left claw. White mist from the blade clung to the raw wound
and turned red.


            The
dragon screamed again. He reared, his massive wings flapping wildly to help him
keep his balance. Jo dropped to the ground, shielding herself from the
buffeting wind. Karleah’s wind funnel swept closer, nullifying the winds from
Verdilith’s wings.


            Braddoc,
axe glinting in hand, landed a solid blow on the wyrm’s wounded side. Verdilith
seemed oblivious, gnawing his wounded arm in blind rage. Retreating from the
creature’s thrashing tail, Karleah stepped amongst a
forest of rock columns. From there she directed the wind tunnel toward the
dragon. In moments, it engulfed him, pummeling him with coins and gems and
dust.


            With
supple, wicked grace, Verdilith swung his head back toward Jo and hissed, his
voice rumbling deep and low through the long, twisted neck. “You’ve earned my
hatred, squire! You and that accursed blade are no more!”


            Jo
blinked the dust from her eyes and tried to see beyond Karleah’s tornado. One
moment, he was a dim outline in the swirling storm, the next, he was gone
altogether. Then, as quickly as it had come, the tornado vanished. A harsh hail
of coins and gems followed for some moments afterward, leaving only a drifting
cloud of sand, glittering in Karleah’s magical light.


            There
was no sign of the dragon.


            Stunned,
Karleah and Braddoc stared back at Jo from across the empty hall.


            The
squire slumped to the ground, the strength gone from her body. She clutched
Wyrmblight in her arms. Braddoc and Karleah raced toward her, the dwarf
reaching her first. He knelt by Jos side and smoothed tousled hair and grit
from her face.


            “Johauna!” Braddoc said urgently. “You’re hurt!”


            Karleah
knelt beside the dwarf and said testily, “Well, of course she’s hurt! She took
the full effects of my most powerful missile spell—a spell, I might add, that would likely have killed Verdilith in
his condition.” The old woman tapped the silver-and-gold medallion on Jo’s
chest. “It’s nice to know this thing works, dear. You’d have been dead
otherwise.”


            Jo
smiled feebly, but was too weak to respond further. I may not have died then,
she thought, but I’m about to die soon. She looked at Karleah’s suddenly
frowning face.


            “When
Wyrmblight intercepted my magic, the spell somehow rebounded on the dwarf and
me,” Karleah explained. She began gently prodding Jo’s body, and every now and
then Jo gasped in pain. “We couldn’t move; we were paralyzed,” Karleah
continued. “We saw and heard everything, fortunately. Only after we were gassed
by that behemoth were we freed.” Karleah jerked her thumb toward Braddoc, who
held up his amulet, and said, “There again we were lucky.”


            “How
are you, Johauna?” the dwarf asked. “Where does it hurt?”


            “My back . . . and lungs,” Jo whispered, the stabbing pains in her lungs forcing her to
take shallow breaths. “Never . . . mind me. What . . . about
. . . Verdilith?” Karleah glanced at Braddoc, who returned the old
womans look. Then Karleah looked away, and Braddoc turned to Jo. “I’m afraid he
got away, Johauna,” the dwarf said slowly. “He turned to mist and . . .
disappeared.”


            Jo closed her eyes. I’m going to
die, Wyrmblight, she thought to the sword. I’m going to die, and I haven’t
avenged Flinn’s death, and I won’t live to see Verdilith’s death. She pulled
the blade closer to her, her fingers unconsciously seeking the four sigils.
Perhaps I can fall asleep and then die without so much pain, she thought as a
heavy darkness descended on her.


            Jo
felt consciousness begin to slip away. The pain retreated,
taking with it Jo’s hopes and needs, dreams and desires. She fought against the
gentle insistence surrounding her. Give
up the sword,
whispered her mind. Give up avenging
Flinn’s death. Your time has come to
depart from this world. Jo fought against the words. “No!” she shouted. In
the indistinct blackness that closed around her, she ran, her soul suddenly
given form. She waved her arms wildly, trying to ward off the insistent
thoughts of defeat hammering at her.


            “Flinn! Flinn!” she called frantically. “Wyrmblight, where
are you? Where is Flinn?”


            Then,
somehow, he was walking toward her in a vision, a glowing figure surrounded by
the blackness of death. He was whole and hale again, and seemed younger than Jo
had ever seen him. A smile lingered on his lips beneath his dark moustache, and
there was only a little iron streaking the black hair. The scars across his
face were barely visible. Flinn held his hands out to her, palms upward. Jo
looked up from them, across his broad chest now clothed in his midnight-blue
tunic from the Order of the Three Suns, and on to his dark eyes. They were
shining down at her, and Jo felt her heart break. He had never seemed more
beautiful or more majestic.


            “I
can’t come to you yet, Flinn,” Jo sobbed. “I promised you! I have to avenge
your death. Please help me return.”


            Flinn
still smiled at her with love and understanding.


            Jo
almost reached out for him, but she stopped herself in time. “Where . . . are
you?” Jo asked instead, gesturing around at the darkness.


            Flinn
laughed low, a chuckle that held none of its old cynical bitterness. “Ah, Jo!”
he murmured. “Return to your body. Have faith—we will meet again someday.”


            The
image of Flinn disappeared in the blackness that surrounded Jo, but the words have faith echoed through her soul. She
felt like crying, whether from great joy or deep sorrow, she didn’t know.


            From
a tremendous distance, Jo heard Karleah murmur, “Look at that, Braddoc!
That—that glowing mist is covering Jo’s body!”


            “Aye, and it’s coming from the sword!” Braddoc responded.


            “What
do you make of it?” Karleah inquired.


            Jo’s
eyelids fluttered, and she heard Karleah and Braddoc both gasp.


            “Johauna! You’re alive!” the dwarf cried.


            “You’ve
a penchant for stating the obvious, dwarf!” Karleah vented. Jo felt hands
gently touching her. Then she heard the old woman hiss in sudden realization. “Of course! The sword healed her!”


            Jo’s
eyes opened fully, and she focused on her two comrades kneeling beside her. The
squire smiled slowly. “Now who’s stating the obvious?” She held out her hands.
“Help me up”


            The two helped Jo rise to her feet.
She felt a litde shaky. That’s to be expected, she thought wryly. After all,
you’ve just come back from the dead. Jo stretched, the
muscles in her back moving without pain. She tentatively took a deep breath;
the stabbing ache wasn’t there. She smiled at the two concerned expressions
staring up at her.


            “I’m
fine. Really,” she said.


            Karleah
blinked rapidly. “Forgive my staring, Jo,” she said, “but it’s been a while
since I’ve seen a dead person.”


            Braddoc
snorted. He handed Jo her sword and hefted his own battle-axe. “She’s not dead
anymore, so don’t go treating her like she’s wwdead, will you?” The dwarf
looked up at Jo with his good eye and jerked his thumb behind him. “The
dragon’s gone. We won’t get our vengeance today. But fet’s
at least load up on some treasure and return to the casde. Maybe if the
baroness is in a generous mood, she’ll let us keep a piece or two for ourselves.”


            Jo
shook her head. “I’ll help you bring some treasure back to camp, but I’m coming
back here with supplies. Verdilith’s injured; he’ll return to his lair sometime
soon.”


            Braddoc
shrugged. “We’ve got maybe a week’s worth of rations left, if we stretch it.
But you’re right. It makes sense to harry the dragon now before he heals and
regains all his powers.”


            As
the three of them started across the cavern floor, Karleah stopped to get her
staff. She frowned at the ball of light, but Jo didn’t bother to ask why.


            “I don’t think Verdilith’s healed
any since Flinn attacked him,” Johauna said seriously. “Aren’t dragons supposed
to have lots of healing spells?”


            "So the sages say," Karleah answered
absently. She was looking around nervously. “And I can’t divine why the dragon
wouldn’t fight us with spells, particularly since he was too injured to really
engage in physical battle.”


            “We
can puzzle that out later,” Braddoc interrupted as they reached the edge of the
golden hoard. The magical light flickered across the vast mounds, which spread
out as far as the light would reach.


            Hadn’t
the light extended farther before? Jo wondered. She dismissed the thought,
thinking that perhaps the area of illumination diminished naturally as the
spell wore on. “Karleah,” Jo murmured as she and Braddoc moved toward the piles
of gold, “you keep watch. We’ll get a few things and be right back.”


            “Make
it fast, Jo,” the old wizardess called. “I want to get out of here soon. . . .”


            Braddoc
wandered to the right, and Jo circled to the left. She began wading through the
gold and silver coins littering the floor, enjoying the shift and clink of
coins slipping by her boots. She paused every now and then to reach out to
touch some gem or gold-chased bauble. Her eyes flitted from necklaces and
brooches to rings and bracelets to encrusted footstools and ornamented portrait
frames. Jo’s brain reeled. How could there be so much wealth in the world? she wondered. How could there be so many exquisite, exquisite things? Johauna picked up a
fire opal the size of her fist and an aquamarine diadem and tucked them in her
belt. For the most part, however, the poor orphan girl from Specularum was too
overwhelmed to greedily gather treasure. Johauna continued to walk on, her eyes
touching on pieces of metalwork that would have paid a king’s ransom in the
present age.


            Some
unknown time later, Braddoc came up behind Jo and touched her arm. The squire
jumped. “I’ve been calling you for the last minute, Johauna,” the dwarf said.
“Don’t let the dragon’s treasure root in your brain. It’ll take over your
thoughts, mesmerize you, consume you— you’ll stop eating or sleeping or
thinking of anything but the treasure.”


            “Really?” Jo said thickly. She reached out a finger and
stroked a cupboard made of gold, inlaid with jade.


            Braddoc
jerked her arm. “Come along! It’s a good thing I’m here—the treasure’s gotten
to you already.”


            Jo
scowled, trying to think. It was true she hadn’t thought of anything but the
riches she’d seen, but she couldn’t have spent more than a few minutes . . .


            “We’ve
been picking through the hoard for more than an hour now,” Braddoc said
testily, as though sensing her thoughts. He shifted his bulging knapsack on his
shoulder. “Karleah’s been nagging us to leave for that whole time.” “How . . .
how does the treasure get to me like that?” Jo asked. Her thoughts were
beginning to clear.


            The dwarf shook his head. “It just
does. The dragon sleeps on the treasure, you know. I think his essence
permeates the gold and traps the unwary. Even I’m not immune to it. Karleah had
to tap me with that staff of hers before I was able to shake it off.”


            The
two rounded a mound of treasure and found Karleah anxiously pacing. She whirled
toward them in a pique of nerves and held out her hands.


            “There
you are, you old stump!” she snapped, waggling her
withered finger at Braddoc. “I sent you after Jo a quarter hour ago! There’s no
time to lose! We must leave immediately!” the old wizardess urged. “Come!” She
gestured for them to move closer.


            Jo saw that the light atop Karleah’s staff had faded, giving off
the dull illumination of an oil lantern. Jo’s thoughts cleared
completely, and she tightened her hold on Wyrmblight. “Whats wrong, Karleah?”
Jo asked.


            The old woman shook her wrinkled
head rapidly. “No time to explain!” she cried. She held out her staff before
her. “Quickly! Put your hands above mine as you did
before! We must leave now!”


            Jo
and Braddoc hurried to do as the wizardess bid. Karleah began murmuring her
incantation, an undercurrent of fear lending urgency to the words. Jo closed
her eyes and braced herself for the unnerving shift through space and matter.


            The
old mage had frenetically muttered many phrases before Jo felt the magic began
to weakly wrap about her. But, even then, the sensation was all wrong. The magic
felt unsure, its grip on the three tenuous and fragile at best. The spell that
had brought them into the lair had been like hurtling over water aboard the
steady deck of a ship. This spell,
though, was like falling—falling and rising and falling. Images of rock and
sand intermixed with images of sky and ground, as though they were shifting
back and forth above and below ground ... as though they were slipping down
through the world into the nether realms, then back up again.


            And
it seemed an eternity.


            Jo
thought she heard Karleah murmur, “Something’s . . . no, it’s not
right—something’s wrong—” Jo tried to open her eyes but couldn’t. Keep a grip
on the staff! she told herself. If you let go, you
might end up inside rock!


            Moments
stretched to minutes and then on into endless days before the uneasy travel
passed and Jo felt herself returning to her solid form. She opened her eyes and
blinked dazedly at Karleah and Braddoc, The dwarf returned her gaze with the
same measure of disorientation.


            The wizardess let go of her staff
and collapsed to the ground.


            “Karleah!”
The shout came from Dayin, who stood nearby. Karleah had teleported them to the
hill where they’d asked Dayin to stay with the animals. We’re safe, Jo sighed
as the realization of where they were set in. She turned to Dayin, who was
helping Karleah sit up.


            “What’s
the matter, Karleah?” Johauna asked. She gestured back toward the hill covering
the dragon’s lair. “Why was that such a rough transport? Are you still able to
send me back to the lair to kill the beast?”


            The
old woman’s tiny eyes were wide with terror. “Something’s wrong! There’ll be no
going back to the lair. We’ve got to get back to the castle, Jo . . .
immediately.”


            Jo
bit her bottom lip and narrowed her eyes. “But I’ve sworn vengeance for Flinn’s
death. That dragon is never going to get any weaker than he is now! I’ve got to
kill—” “And I tell you all my magic has been drained from me!” Karleah
interjected. Her black eyes flashed. “Don’t you see? We almost didn’t make it that time! I can’t send you back to the lair because
. . . my magic’s gone!”


 


            Verdilith
watched the creatures vanish. They flickered in and out for many moments, and
he wondered if the old woman’s spell would fail. When at last it seemed unlikely
that they would return, he seeped out of the crevice in the ceiling he’d hidden
in. His misty form floated gently to his bed of gold, the mist settling through
the mound.


            The
dragon rued the theft of some of his hoarded treasure, all save one piece. He’d
known every item the squire and the dwarf picked up, and he’d been tempted to
attack again. But he had held his rage in check and watched and plotted. He was
too weak now to attack them all, especially now that his magic had been drained
away. But he would not always be weak. That would change. That would change.


            Verdilith
s misty form sank into the cracks between his coins and jewels and other items.
He sank down to the very depths of his treasure. Ah! It is good to touch the
first gathered, he thought as he reached the very roots of his hoard. And it is
good to be rid of that box!


            An
evil chuckle emanated from the mound of gold and spread out through the cavern.
The dwarf had found the box and couldn’t resist it: preternaturally featureless,
marvelously simple, finely crafted, solid and guileless, like the brain of the
dwarf himself. The iron box had called to the iron in the dwarf’s soul. When he
had picked up the accursed box, a shadowy smile formed along the cave’s misty
ceiling. Verdilith considered the other items the grubby creature had pilfered
to be almost fair payment, a kind of service fee for taking Teryl Aurochs
horrible box from his lair.


            The
dragon assembled his thoughts, a difficult task in this form, particularly
situated as he was within the treasure. Teryl Auroch gave me the box, knowing
what it would do, knowing it would drain me. Now the mage himself will know the
pain he has caused. Verdilith frowned mentally, then
added, I serve him no longer. By the time he comes looking for his precious
box, it will be lost, I will be whole, and Wyrmblight and its bearer will be
broken.


            The
dragon turned his thoughts to the squire and her comrades. Invaders.
Ignorant and weak. Women, two of them were, he
reminded himself. He had thought Flinn’s death would be vengeance enough for
him. But it isn’t Flinn. The sword’s the thing. It’s what cut me. It’s what
hungers like a tongue of steel for the taste of my blood.


            He
shifted, coins and gems sifting down, disquieted, around him. I had held that
sword in my claw, he thought, incredulous. I had wrenched it against the
stones. Why could I not break it? Why did I let the bitch escape with it? She
will die for this. But not merely die. She will suffer and die. It is a matter
of poetics.


            And
the sword ... I must destroy it. But how? Upon this
question, he thought for a long while.


            Perhaps days.


            At
last he thought, I must see Teryl Auroch about this
sword. He will have something to destroy it. The mist that formed the dragon’s
body threatened to seep away into the ground beneath his treasure. With a
struggle, Verdilith pulled the mist closer together. He would have to change
now; he was too weak to hold this form together much longer. Ordinarily,
changing back into his natural form would be a simple and sensible matter;
ordinarily he could heal his wounds in dragon form. But these were desperate
days.


            The
dragon gnashed teeth of mist, disturbing a single coin as he did so. That
accursed box! he thought. It stole his healing spells,
rendered his magic items worthless, seemed to drain
his very soul. Only his natural ability to shapechange remained—his gift from
the Immortal Alphaks.


            Verdilith
shuddered. He had to pull his form together and change now ... or dissipate and
die. But he feared the change. His wounds were worse in dragon form—tearing
wider, filling with gems and filth. For that matter, the transmogrifications
were growing longer, more difficult, as he weakened. But death would be worse.


            The dragon pulled the mist up and
out of the treasure hoard until he was floating above the golden mounds. With a
supreme effort, he focused on the transformation. The mist gave way to
something more corporeal; it solidified, shaped itself, and hardened. Scales
formed, hair grew, and blood pumped through his veins. Talons and fangs
lengthened and sharpened. The dragon opened his golden eyes, and his body
dropped a little to the treasure hoard below.


            His
left front claw buckled under pressure, and Verdilith fell immediately,
writhing in pain. He screamed. The dragon clutched the claw to his copper
breast. Searing pain shot through the wyrm’s arm, and then he succumbed to
merciful blackness.


            Verdilith
fell into a dark sleep, his slumber broken by fitful dreams. His left arm
throbbed, and he tried to stretch his claw. The arm moved a little, and the
pain subsided momentarily, but then it came back fiercer than before. The green
wyrm gave a little whicker of distress. He sank deeper into tortured
dreams—dreams fueled by his foreclaw, dreams centering on the flashing great
sword and the darkness of death that surrounded it.


            A
strange, high-pitched whimper of fear escaped the dragon s curled lips, along
with a drop of greenish-yellow spittle. The odor of poisonous bile wafted into
Verdilith s nostrils and the dragon quieted, comforted by the familiar stench.
His dream deepened, and somewhere inside him the pain was joined by hatred for
the sword.


 












          Chapter IV


 


            A
man on a chestnut horse approached Johauna and her companions as they turned
their mounts onto the castle road. Parts of the knight’s armor shone in the
late afternoon sun, and the rest was covered by a midnight-blue tunic
embroidered with three golden suns. Behind him rode two guards, each carrying
their spears upright in formal greeting. Jo had wondered if the baroness would
send a guard to formally meet Flinn and his comrades upon their “victorious”
return to the casde.


            Jo
clenched her jaw. Only there’s no Flinn to return triumphant, she thought. The
baroness is greeting a party who has lost its hero—a party who hasn’t even
avenged that hero’s death. Jo’s mind slipped back a few days to a conversation
she’d held with Karleah and Braddoc. They’d been sitting around the campfire
the night after they’d attacked Verdilith. Karleah was adamant about leaving in
the morning and heading back to the Casde of the Three Suns.


            “Look,
I understand that you think you’ve lost your magic, but—” Jo began again.


            “There’s
no ‘think’ to it, Jo!” Karleah interjected. Her voice cracked with strain and
anger and, Jo thought, fear. “Something inside that lair has stolen most of my
spells! I’m afraid to use any more for fear they’ll disappear, too!” Jo tried
to calm the distraught woman, who had begun to pace again. “I understand that,
Karleah,” the squire said, “but I want to stay here and at least watch the
lair! You and Braddoc and Dayin can head back to the castle. Then send me a
mage who can help me get back
inside.”


            “Bah!”
Karleah snorted. “One of those pansy (meaning no disrespect to the flower)
mages might be able to get you in,
but not out!”


            Jo
stood up and held her hands toward Karleah. This argument had gone on long
enough. “What do you expect me to do,
Karleah? Will you tell me that much, huh?” Jos voice rose. She took a step forward
and slashed the air with one hand. “At Flinn’s pyre, I swore I would avenge his
death!” Her eyes flashed at the older woman. Karleah had the grace to look
momentarily chagrined, but Jo wasn’t mollified. “I must stay here—”


            From
his position by the fire, Braddoc spoke up for the first time that night. All
the time Jo and Karleah had argued, he’d been idly rummaging through his
backpack, looking at his treasures from the dragon’s lair. Dayin had stayed by
the dwarf’s side, obviously seeking Braddoc’s stoic protection against the
volatile argument between the squire and the wizardess.


            “No,
Johauna,” Braddoc interrupted, “that’s not what you must do—that’s what you want
to do.” The dwarf picked up a stick and stoked the embers. He eyed Jo with his
good orb, the firelight glinting off the blind one.


            Jo
rounded on Braddoc. “Oh, yes? Is that what you think? Come on, Braddoc! You
know what Flinn meant to me!”


            “Yes. I do,” the dwarf said
imperturbably. He tossed aside his stick. “I also know you swore an oath to
Baroness Arteris Penhaligon. When a knight dies, the squire must immediately
report to the castle for reassignment ... or dismissal. Which oath is more
important to you, Johauna, the oath of vengeance or of honor?” Braddoc stood
and drew himself to his full height. “I could tell you which was more important
to Flinn, but I think we all know. If you aren’t going to be a squire any
longer, Johauna, then I’m leaving in the morning.”


            “Leaving!” The word exploded from Jo’s lips. She put her
hands on her hips and stood before the dwarf.


            Braddoc
nodded. “You heard me.” He shook his handsome russet head, the newly plaited
beard gleaming with a golden braid he’d found inside the lair. “Remember: I’m a
mercenary at heart. I was one before you ever met me.” He gestured at the rest
of the booty he’d stolen from Verdilith. “I’ve got a few baubles I can sell to
keep me in comfort the rest of my life, plus an interesting box to spend my
time puzzling over.”


            “But—!”
Jo exclaimed, cutting short her words. She changed her tactic. “What about
Flinn? I thought he was your friend.”


            Braddoc
didn’t bat an eye. “ Was
is right. What about Flinn? He’s dead. I can’t help him any more. He wouldn’t
expect me to, either.”


            Jo
leaned backward, her eyes caught by Braddoc’s expression. “And
what of me? Am I not your friend?” she asked quietly after a long
moment.


            The
dwarf pursed his lips before saying slowly, “Yes, you are my friend, Johauna
Menhir. But you have a choice to make here, and that is, which of the two oaths
you have sworn will you honor first? If you choose your desire to avenge
Flinn’s death, I can’t help you now. If you return to the castle, I can help you. I’d like to take over
where Flinn left off on your training.”


            The
last sentence held such a ring of concern and sincerity that Jo had to swallow
a sudden lump in her throat. She glanced away at Karleah and Dayin, both of
whom were silently watching her, then she turned back
to the dwarf. “Can’t—” Jo began, then coughed “—can’t
you go to the castle with Karleah and Dayin and send back help? I can guard the
lair. . . .”


            Braddoc
crossed his arms. “You’re forgetting one thing, Johauna,” he said quietly. “Yow
are the squire, not me. Flinn’s dead and Verdilith is
still alive. It’s your job to report
that back at the castle.” Braddoc turned and began walking away toward his
tent. “I won’t do your job,” he tossed over his shoulder.


            Jo
watched the dwarf retreat into the darkness. She rubbed her hands together
wearily. Just as she saw Braddoc pull back his tent flap, she called out, “All
right! All right! I’ll ... go to the castle.” She added when she saw Braddoc
turn back toward her, “I will do my duty as a squire in the order, but I will request assignment to avenge
Flinn’s death”


            “And
we’ll go with you,” Braddoc replied. Karleah and Dayin nodded assent.


            Jo
rubbed her eyes and pushed aside the memory of that conversation. Tensions had
run high between her and her comrades, but they’d lessened the last few days on
the road. Now the party had almost reached the Castle of the Three Suns. The
knight and his guards were approaching her, and soon she’d have to make some
sort of formal report to the baroness. Jo bit her lip but didn’t slow her
horse, Carsig.


            Show no hurry, she thought. Show no
grief. Flinn died in glory; to show your pain is to mock his death. Jo’s face
set in rigid lines, and her teeth clenched together involuntarily. Every step
she took back to the castle meant she was that much farther from avenging
Flinn’s death, and that rankled inside her. But, she thought, I have a duty to
perform.


            Just
as they reached the halfway point of the long, narrow road that wound up to the
castle, the knight and his guards met up with Jos party. Jo pulled Carsig to a
stop. Behind her, Karleah, Dayin, and Braddoc halted their mounts as well. Jo
heard the dwarf grumble as Fernlover, the pack mule, tried his best to continue
on. A tiny smile tugged at Jo s lips. The mule had had enough of wilderness
travel and longed for the comfort of a stable. Jo recalled the softness of the
bed she had stayed in here at the castle, and she suddenly wanted only to
retire to a clean, warm room. She quashed the desire immediately and turned her
attention to the knight, a man she didn’t know.


            “Greetings,
Sir Knight,” Jo said courteously. “I’m Squire Menhir, and these are my
companions.”


            “Well
met, squire,” the knight rejoined, looking over the group. If he was perturbed
at the absence of Flinn, the knight’s face did not betray him. “I’m Sir
Sieguld, and I’m here to escort you to the baroness.” Sir Sieguld turned his
horse around. Jo and the others fell in step behind him, and the guards brought
up the rear.


            Jo
approached the Castle of the Three Suns and wondered if it had changed in the
short time she’d been away; so much of her life had. But the familiar white
towers were still there, marking the four points of a diamond, one being the
main approach to which they were headed.


            Three other towers marked the center
of the outer walls, w'hich presented a formidable
barricade to the world. These seven outer structures stood four stories high.


            Jo
passed under the main approach and saw again the single tower that rose twice
as high as the others from the center of the castle. This structure was the
keep, or donjon, as Flinn had called it. Sir Sieguld continued to ride through
the slate-lined courtyard leading toward the inner portion of the castle.
Peasants hawking their wares gave way before the knight and his guests. Jo was
reminded vividly of her first trip to the casde at Flinn’s side, but she
ignored the pain that threatened to rise.


            Some
of the peasants stopped and stared at the procession; a few began nudging their
fellows. Others pointed fingers, and a low murmur rose in the gathering crowd.
Jo silently willed the knight to move faster. Please, she thought, please don’t
let them recognize me!


            Just
then, a peasant with a booming voice called out, “’Oy! Ain’t that the squire of
the Mighty Flinn?” Others took up the cry, and Jo found her horse surrounded,
cut off from Sir Sieguld and Karleah behind her. Grimy hands grabbed at Carsig
s reins to draw her attention. Jo glanced in desperation at the peasant who had
given voice to the people’s thoughts. The tall, burly man swung down from his
wagon and worked his way through the throng. Carsig started to fidget at the
nearness of the people closing in on him, and the gelding reared halfheartedly.


            The
peasant caught Carsig’s rein in a black-gloved hand and quieted the horse. His
black hair was unkempt but clean, and his face and bare arm were covered with
more black hair. Jo looked down at him in anger but was distracted by his
flashing golden eyes. She wondered briefly if she had ever seen a man with such
unusual eyes before.


            The peasant’s voice boomed
throughout the courtyard, so that every man and woman could hear. “’Oy, miss! Ye are
Flinn’s squire! Where be the Mighty Flinn?” he asked
in mock concern. He held up his gloved hand and turned to the crowd. “Or has
Flinn the Mighty fallen again?” Some
of the crowd bristled at the insult, but a few of them joined the booming
peasant’s laughter.


            Jo
jerked Carsig s rein from the man’s hand. He tried to regain control of the
gelding, but Jo kept the horse prancing. “I’ll thank you to leave me and the
name of Fain Flinn alone!” she said loudly. The peasant laughed brutally and
caught the beleaguered horse. Jo was about to force Carsig to rear, knocking
the man away with his hooves, but a commotion just ahead stopped her.


            Someone
was coming from the donjon. The crowd, protesting mildly at first, soon parted
quickly and quietly for the man and his horse. Sir Sieguld stepped his mount
aside, too, and at last Jo caught sight of the fully armored knight. With a
stern and disciplined silence, the knight pulled his horse to a stop immediately
before Jo.


            Her
attention drawn from the malcontent peasant, Jo held up her hand in greeting,
and the knight did the same with his gloved hand. Then Jo caught the flash of a
gold pendant hanging about the man’s throat. It carried the stamp of a gyrfalcon,
a large white raptor that hunted the rocky reaches of the surrounding
Wulfholdes. Only then did Jo recognize Sir Lile Graybow, castellan of the Pen-
haligons. Reaching up, he took off his helmet.


            The
aging castellan nodded to Jo, unaware that his thinning gray hair had been
ruffled by the helmet. His watery blue eyes looked over Jo’s comrades, lingered
on the supplies tied to Fernlover’s back, then circled back to Jo. “Squire
Menhir!” the castellan barked gruffly, loud enough so that all
the courtyard could hear. “Your report!”


            Jo sat straighter on Carsig. Once,
and once only, she thought. “Sir Graybow,” Jo began formally. Then, to her
horror, she felt her eyes fill with tears and spill over. No! Not now! she thought wildly. Not in front of the castellan!


            Unexpectedly,
Sir Graybow urged his horse forward a step. He took off his metal-and-leather
glove and put his gnarled hand over Jos. She looked into the castellans eyes
and saw only kindness there. She smiled bleakly, wiped her tears away with the
back of her hand, and nodded at the castellan, who withdrew his hand. Jo looked
away once, took a deep breath, and turned back to Sir Graybow. Her composure
had returned, and she nodded again gratefully.


            “What
happened, Squire Menhir?” Sir Graybow asked more quietly. The crowd of peasants
literally leaned closer to hear.


            “We
... we attempted to track the dragon, and at first we failed,” Jo said coolly.
“One night, Sir Flinn left our camp. He found Verdilith in the same glade where
they had fought their first battle, and—” Jo stopped, unable to go on.
Something felt lodged in her throat. Silently she implored the castellan.


            Sir
Graybow said only, “Continue, squire.”


            Jo
drew her breath. She would get no quarter from him. She suddenly realized she
respected him for that. Jo nodded and said as calmly as she could, “We . . .
found ... Sir Flinn the next day, barely alive. He . . . died shortly after
that, and we paid our last respects according to the old tradition—by burning
his body.” Jos voice sank to a whisper. The nearest peasants murmured in awe
and quickly relayed the information to those behind them.


            “And
Verdilith?” the castellan asked, equally calmly, though Jo had seen a flicker
of emotion cross his face at her tale of Flinn’s end.


            Jo shook her head. “The dragon
survived Sir Flinn’s attack, Sir Graybow. We . . . tracked the wyrm to his
lair, and we confronted him inside, but. . . the
dragon escaped. My companions and I are out of provisions and in need of rest.”
Jo hesitated. “They thought it best to return.”


            The
castellans face grew stern, and he admonished Jo, “Never be too proud to come
back to the castle to report a setback; time for completing a mission will come
if you are patient enough. Remember that if you wish to remain a squire in the
Order of the Three Suns, Johauna Menhir.”


            Jo
heard only the terrible if, Her face blanched, and she reached out to touch the
castellan. “Sir Graybow,” she murmured, disregarding the peasants who leaned
still closer, “what do you mean ‘if’? Am I not still a squire—?”


            Once
more the castellan closed his hand over Jo’s, and she saw again the spark of
kindness in his pale eyes. “Don’t worry, my dear. That’s something to be
discussed later. First things first. We’ll get you
settled, and then the baroness will want you to report at council. Follow me.”
The castellan turned his horse around, signaled for Sir Sieguld to follow after
Jo and her companions, then moved his mare into a trot
back to the donjon. The peasants parted the way immediately.


            As
Jo fell into place behind Sir Graybow, a new fear entered her heart, one she’d
avoided considering before. Can they really take away my status as squire? she thought miserably. With Flinn dead, I have no knight,
that’s true. I guess I just assumed I’d be assigned as squire to another
knight. That thought seemed suddenly repugnant to Jo. The idea of working
closely with someone other than Flinn didn’t sit well with her.


            Carsig carried Jo smoothly under the
gate separating the outer portion of the castle from the inner. She passed low
buildings lining the perimeter of the inner wall, then the guards’ dormitories,
craftsmen’s dwellings and shops, stables, and the like. She and the castellan
rode on through the gigantic, rose-granite courtyard. It was even larger than
the last one and it led the way to the castle proper— the donjon. Sir Graybow
slowed his mare to a walk, and Jo did the same with her gelding.


            Hawkers
and merchants milled about, vying for customers. Starving peasants begged for
food. A shepherdess herded a small flock of sheep across the castellan’s path,
and Graybow pulled up short, waiting for the last pregnant ewe to pass by. A
man proudly displayed the paces of a pair of matched draft horses to a ring of
interested buyers. A number of knights and their squires engaged in practice
swordplay. They stopped immediately upon seeing the castellan. Several pointed
and saluted, then they began gathering their things and hurrying to the large
central tower.


            The
donjon was eight stories high, its windows placed at equidistant intervals. Its
walls of white limestone shone as if newly scrubbed. Jo looked south of the
donjon at the far tower; it had been Flinn s home many years before and had
been the home of his former wife before her recent death. Then, every window of
the tower had been fitted with bars of black iron, and behind those bars had
flitted birds of all colors and sizes. Jo noted that the bars were being
removed; a man perched precariously atop a tall ladder as he removed yet another.
So the tower’s been reclaimed from the birds, Jo thought. Yvaughan’s passion
must not have appealed to Baroness Penhaligon. Or perhaps the baroness wanted
no reminders of her mad cousin,


            Jo thought, recalling some bits of
gossip she had heard the last time she had been at the castle.


            Sir Graybow led the way past the
donjon and on toward one of the castle’s numerous stables. A stable girl ran up
and took Carsig. Sir Graybow dismounted and gestured for Jo and the others to
do the same. Jo, Dayin, and Braddoc all dismounted with alacrity, but Karleah
hesitated.


            “A
. . . little help, if you please,” Karleah whispered
gruffly. “I’m feeling ... a bit fatigued.” Her face was ashen, and the veins of
her neck stood out, pulsing wildly.


            Jo
was shaken by the wizardess s weakness, and she saw the same emotion cross
Dayin s face as they helped Karleah off her horse. The old mage nearly fell
when her shoes touched the stable floor. “Sir Graybow,” Jo began, but the
castellan had already gestured toward the guards.


            “You’ll
have the same chambers as before, Squire Menhir,” Sir Graybow said. “My men
will take Mistress Kun- zay to her room and call the healers at once.”


            “I
need rest—not healers,” the old woman interrupted irascibly. “I don’t want any
clerics prodding my bones and murmuring incantations and forcing me to drink
funny- colored potions made of newt brains and what-have-you.” “Let them help,
Karleah, please,” Dayin said in his most pleading voice. “Please,” he said
again. Karleah nodded, relenting. A smile touched Jo’s lips; no one could
refuse Dayin when he asked for something.


            The guards nodded toward the
castellan and then left, one carrying the old wizardess. Dayin looked at Jo for
permission to follow, and she gestured for him to do so. He flashed a quick,
sweet smile at her and then ran after the guards. Braddoc stepped next to Jo’s
side, carrying his bulging knapsack. The stable girl came back for Jo’s horse,
and then Jo turned to the castellan.


            “Sir Graybow,” Jo began tentatively.
She flexed her grip on Wyrmblight and then began again, more boldly, “Sir
Graybow, if the council is still meeting, I’d prefer to make my formal report
now and . . .” Jo hesitated, feeling her request was silly.


            “And?”
the castellan prompted. He added, “To gain what you want in life, you must
learn to ask for it, squire.”


            Jo
took heart at the gentle reminder to stick up for herself. “. . . and—and to
find out what’s to become of me now that—” Jo hesitated once more “—now that I
have no knight to sponsor me.”


            Sir
Graybow nodded. “Perhaps it is best to make your report now, Squire Menhir. The
council is still gathered. I had thought to let you rest overnight and give
your report in the morning, but perhaps you have the right of it. Come with
me.” The castellan turned and began striding across the courtyard.


            Jo
glanced quickly at Braddoc, who nodded his intentions to follow her. Jo caught
up to the castellan and matched her steps to his. Sir Graybow frowned and said
beneath his breath, “Four paces behind and to the left, squire. I’m a knight,
remember. And for goodness’s sake, straighten your tunic.”


            Johauna
winced at the irritation she heard in his voice and felt frightened all of a
sudden. I’ve forgotten what little etiquette Flinn taught me! she thought to herself as she quickly shifted her golden
tunic into place. Jo took her position behind the castellan and marched onward.


            They
entered one of the many side doors to the main castle, and Jo was freshly
impressed with the Castle of the Three Suns. She’d forgotten how lovely the
place was, with its soaring stone pillars, patterned granite floors, and
magnificent tapestries. Light shone everywhere from all the magical lanterns.


            In silence the castellan led the
squire and the dwarf through numerous hallways, up several flights of stairs,
and finally to a pair of ornately carved, closed doors. Jo remembered those
tall, distinctive doors, for they were the doors that led to the “small”
meeting room to which Flinn, Jo, and the council members had retired to discuss
Sir Brisbois s punishment after Verdilith had fled the great hall. Behind those
doors, too, had been the scene of Baroness Penhaligon s formal declaration of
Flinn s reinstatement as a knight in the Order of the Three Suns and Jo s own
instatement as a squire.


            “This
is your last chance, Squire Menhir,” Sir Graybow stated, one hand on the gilt,
curved doorknob. He eyed Jo quizzically, but with compassion.


            Jo
shook her head. She returned the castellan s look, then said slowly, “I must
make a report, Sir Graybow; I realize that. I would prefer to—to discuss Flinn
s death tonight, so that I may seek Verdilith and win vengeance that much
quicker”


            The
old warrior arched one gray eyebrow, and Jo was poignantly reminded of Flinn.
Had he picked up the habit from his castellan? “As you wish, Squire Menhir,”
Sir Graybow said formally, then opened the door.


            The
castellan, Jo, and Braddoc stepped into the meeting room. As one, the council
members stopped speaking and turned to stare at the intruders. Jo held her
breath. The sun had begun to set on the surrounding Wulfholdes, and now
sunlight streamed through the four arching windows of leaded glass. Strands of
golden light fluctuated in the room, covering everything with a gilt patina.


            Enchanted,
Jo stepped forward. This was the room that had witnessed Flinn’s greatest
triumph—her greatest triumph, too. Once again, she saw the intricately carved
stone ceiling thirty feet above, the pale murals almost obliterated with age,
the huge tapestries depicting numerous battles in Penhaligon s history. . . .
But, most of all, she stared at the magnificent windows lining one wall,
opening out to the setting sun. One by one, the brass lanterns throughout the
room were magically lighting in response to the growing darkness.


            Fourteen
knights and nobles were seated around an elaborately carved, U-shaped table.
Sir Graybow moved to stand before the person seated at the center of the table.
She was dressed in blue and silver, and, as she stood, a silver coronet shone
in her chestnut hair. Baroness Arteris Penhaligon inclined her head toward the
castellan and said regally, “Sir Graybow, I see you have returned.” The other
council members fixed their gaze on Jo and Braddoc.


            Sir
Graybow bowed and said with respect, “Yes, Your
Ladyship. I also bring with me Squire Menhir and Braddoc Briarblood. The
squire, you may recall—”


            “I
am aware of who Squire Menhir is,” Baroness Penhaligon interrupted. “Pray, take
your seat, Sir Graybow” She gestured to the empty chair at her left, then continued, “Am I to understand, Squire Menhir, that you
are here to make your report?” Jo felt the woman’s agate- brown eyes bore into
her.


            Sir
Graybow gave Jo a litde push before walking toward his seat at the table. Jo
hesitated a moment longer, then strode farther into the room. She stood before
the U- shaped table, directly across from Baroness Penhaligon. The castellan
gave her a little nod of approval. Braddoc sauntered over to a chair standing
against a wall, carried it to a spot behind Jos back, and sat down. Jo was
momentarily irritated by the dwarfs cavalier attitude,
for etiquette demanded that he not seat himself until instructed to do so, but
she quelled the thought. She had more important things to attend to.


            Baroness
Penhaligon nodded coolly to Jo and then sat down. Jo bowed slightly in return
and said, as formally as she could, “Baroness Penhaligon, members of the
council, I come bearing tidings of Sir Fain Flinn.”


            The
council members other than the baroness and Sir Graybow murmured to each other,
and Jo waited for them to be silent. An older woman spoke up—Madam Francys
Astwood—a friend of Lord Maldrake’s. She had been covertly hostile to Flinn, and even unrepentant when she learned that Maldrake
was Verdilith in human form. “Are we to take it that some tragedy has befallen
the good knight?” Madam Astwood asked in mock worry.


            Jo
gritted her teeth. Remember the lessons in diplomacy Flinn taught you! she scolded herself. Jo forced herself to nod cordially in
the woman’s direction. “Yes, a great tragedy for Penhaligon,” she said. “We
have lost the greatest knight the Order of the Three Suns has ever known.” Jo
stopped, suddenly aware that absolute silence had befallen the room. “Er, at
least in my humble opinion, madam,” she said, hoping to cover her diplomatic
gaffe.


            Madam
Astwood smiled icily. “There are, of course, those who believe as you do,
miss—er, Squire Menhir,” the lady said smoothly. “Others, of course, believe
differently.” The woman raised her pale eyebrows, flecked with gray. Jo felt
suddenly insulted. She bristled.


            Baroness
Penhaligon interrupted before Jo could make her retort. “Pray continue with
your report, Squire Menhir. Sir Flinn is a beloved member of our order—” the
baroness glared in Madam Astwood s direction “—despite his unwarranted fall
from grace. We would know what has become of him.”


            Jo related her tale, picking up when
she, Flinn, and their companions had left the Castle of the Three Suns only a
few weeks earlier. Jo told the council of their search for signs of Verdilith s
passing in the Wulfholde Hills northeast of the castle, and how fruitless that
search had been. She told the council, too, of Flinn s departure in the middle
of the night to confront Verdilith single-handedly. He did this, Jo told them,
so that Karleah Kunzay s prophecy of doom would not come to pass for any but himself.


            Standing in that room, bathed by the light of the magical lanterns,
Jos eyes misted over with tears as she told them of the final day of Flinn s
life. Her storytelling instincts took over, and Jo s imagination colored
her recounting.


            “And
Fain Flinn struck one last, final blow with his mighty blade, Wyrmblight,” Jo
said softly, her words echoing off the walls in the silent hall. “Not even
Verdilith, the great green, could recover from that blow. He turned tail and
fled, but so grievous were his injuries—so badly had Flinn harmed the
malevolent wyrm—that Verdilith could not fly. Instead, the dragon crashed
through the barren winter undergrowth , He left a
trail of blood and broken branches that the greenest hunter could follow.


            “But
it was not such a hunter who followed that trail— it was Fain Flinn, Flinn the
Mighty. Grievous, too, were his wounds, but he did not hesitate in his duty. He
was a knight in the Order of the Three Suns; he had sworn to kill the dragon
who menaced Penhaligon,” Jo swallowed abruptly, disregarding the tear that
escaped her eye.


            “And
so Flinn the Mighty took up Wyrmblight and stumbled after the dragon, determined
to slay the wyrm. But at the body of his faithful griffon, Ariac, Flinn fell to
one knee. He said good-bye to the crippled bird-lion, and perhaps he thanked
him, too, for trying to save his life. We will never know.


            “Flinn followed the dragon’s path of
blood, his own adding to the trail. He fell, but would not relent,” Jo paused
and slowly looked at each council member one by one. All were engrossed and
saddened at the tale. Even Madam Astwood look
chagrined. “He would not relent,” Jo repeated, “but instead dragged himself through the trampled snow and mud. He would not
fail, he told himself, he would not fail.”


            Jo’s
throat constricted, and she looked down at the sword she held in her hands. She
looked back at the council and fixed her gaze on the castellan, warming at the
empathy she sensed in him. “We found him late that day,” she said simply, “and
he was still alive, though a lesser man would have surely died.” Jo s hands clenched on Wyrmblight. “He seemed to have clung
to life until we could reach him, for shortly after I arrived, he died—” Jo
choked on the words before she could embarrass either Flinn or herself by
saying “in my arms.”


            The
council members remained silent while Jo collected herself. Then Madam Astwood
spoke up, her tone laced with irony. “How touching,” she said cattily. “It’s a
shame the man did not defeat the dragon, for he would surely have attained the
fourth point of the Quadrivial then. That was always Flinn’s goal. What a pity
he didn’t succeed. But, then, so few knights do really attain all points of the
Quadrivial. Such knights are really quite rare.” The woman’s statement set Jo’s
teeth on edge, and something close to hatred rose in her breast. She struggled
to find a fitting retort.


            A
hand upon her arm made Jo stop and look down. Braddoc stood beside her, his one
good eye fixed on her.


            He pursed his lips, and Jo nodded to
him. Braddoc took Wyrmblight from Jo’s hands and stalked over to Baroness
Penhaligon. Sir Graybow, on her left, remained calm, but the knight on her
right rose and drew his sword. Braddoc paused momentarily, grunted in the man’s
direction, then dropped the sword on the table in
front of Arteris. Jo came to stand by the dwarf.


            “There,”
Braddoc said and pointed at the blade. “There’s all the proof you need that
Fain Flinn attained the Quadrivial ” The council
members gathered near and peered at the silver-white sword.


            Bit
by bit, the four sigils on the flat of the blade began to glow. The runes
depicting Honor, Courage, Faith, and Glory released a warm, white light. Then
the four spots of light merged and grew brighter still, forcing Jo and the
others to squint to see them.


            Glory was attained, whispered the blade
to Jo. By the stunned look on Sir Graybow s face, and others’ too, Jo realized
the sword had spoken to everyone. The
Quadrivial was attained, Wyrmblight whispered.


            Suddenly
the glow from the sigils diminished one by one, until only Glory was left
alight. Then it, too, faded into the sword. Wyrmblight lay
on the table, once more simply a sword of renown.


 


            “But,
Karleah, I don’t understand!” Dayin protested. The old wizardess was heedless,
pacing their chambers, pulling open drawers and rifling through them. Dayin
raised his voice. “We just got here! Why do we have to leave?”


            “I
told you, child,” Karleah snapped, “its just getting worse and worse. My powers
have diminished even faster since we arrived. I need my safe valley, my books
and things if I’m ever going to find out why. I’ve been jittery ever since we
left the dragon’s lair, and I just don’t feel safe here in the castle. Ah ha!” Karleah pulled out a piece of paper, then a quill
and a pot of ink from a drawer. She hurried to the table and sat down,
spreading the paper before her.


            “What
are you doing, Karleah?” Dayin asked nervously. He had little tolerance for
this agitation from Karleah. It was the same odd mood that had possessed his
father those many years ago—had possessed him in those weeks before he’d
abandoned Dayin to the harsh wilderness. Now Karleah, whom he loved and trusted
more than anyone, was acting the same.


            “I’m
writing Jo a note,” Karleah began, dipping the quill into the ink. She was
poised as if to write, but paused and looked at Dayin. “Does she know how to
read, do you suppose? Well, no matter—someone will read it to her, if
necessary.” The ancient crone scribbled away in a sprawling hand, dipping
frequently into the black ink. Dayin huddled near, peering over Karleah’s thin
shoulder.


 


            Johauna—


            I
must return to my valley immediately, and I am taking Dayin with me. Do not
worry—we are both well. We unit work on the boy’s training as a mage, and
perhaps I can discover a thing or two on my own.


            You
see, more than merely my teleportation spell failed us at the dragon’s lair. My
light spell did, too, and my wind funnel. Further, my staff’s magic has begun
to fade. I know these are not mere coincidence, and I intend to discover
what—or who—is draining my magic.


            We’ll be in touch. Do not worry.


 


Yours, Karleah Kunzay


 

              “What
do you mean, ‘don’t worry’? What’s there to worry about, Karleah? Karleah?” Dayin tugged on the wizardess’s arm. His blue eyes
were wide with fright. “Are we ever going to see Jo and Braddoc again?”


            The
old woman turned to the boy and looked at him with something akin to
exasperation. Then she smiled reluctantly and drew Dayin into her arms. The boy
closed his eyes in relief. All will be well soon, he thought. Karleah will take
care of me.


            “Always,
child,” the old woman murmured. Dayin smiled. Karleah had read his mind! It
pleased him when she did so, for he knew she did so only with those whom she
trusted. Karleah gave him one last squeeze, then said
briskly, “Come. It’s time we were off.”


            “Are
you sure you’re well enough?” Dayin asked anxiously.


            The
old woman blinked her dark eyes rapidly. “I feel fine enough, aside from my
magic,” she said, then shrugged her shoulders. “I want to leave now.”


            “What
will we do about food and supplies?” Dayin sensibly asked.


            “We’ll
take one tent and some of the gear; I imagine the equipment’s still in the
stables, along with the horse that Graybow lent me,
and Braddoc’s pony for you,” Karleah answered, gathering up the few personal
belongings they’d brought with them to the chambers. “We’ll stop at the kitchen
on the way out. I’ll get some foodstuffs—have no fear.”


            “Why
should I fear, Karleah?” the boy asked innocently.


            Karleah
pulled up short and looked at Dayin. She ruffled his shaggy blond hair and said
softly, “Because something happened in the dragon’s lair, Dayin. Something
happened to my powers. It’s more than the loss of a few simple spells; it’s a
loss of much of my inner magic.” Karleah cocked her head to one side and added,
“I’ve even lost the magic that lets me change into a wolf.”


            Dayin
shook his head, his eyes widening in fear. He had seen Karleah once or twice in
her wolf form, and he had envied her. She’d promised to teach him how to change
into an animal when the time came. Could she still teach him now? he wondered.


            “I’ve
lost the first magic I ever knew, Dayin,” Karleah said, her raspy voice quiet
and her eyes wandering about the room. “Either something has stolen my powers,
or I’m turning senile. Either way, I don’t want to be rendered helpless and
stuck here in this stone block. I want to return to my valley. There, I’ll know
what’s what.”


 


            Johauna’s
eyes stretched wide, and her face blanched. “I will not give up Wyrmblight,
Baroness Penhaligon! I cannot,” she said staunchly. Jo heard the hollow ring of
fear inside her words. Her hands gripped Wyrmblight all the harder.


            Arteris
sighed, then fixed Jo with her stony brown gaze.
“Young lady—”


            “I’m
a squire, Your Ladyship,” Jo broke in quickly, “until you decree otherwise.”
She bit her lip, appalled at her brazen interjection. Apologize! she told herself. Apologize immediately and maybe she’ll
forgive yet another faux pas. No! her other half spoke
up stubbornly. No! I will not be bullied this way! She can’t take Wyrmblight
away from me! I’ll give up being a squire before I let her take Flinn s sword
from me!


            Arteris
smiled coldly, her lips forming more of a grimace than a true smile. Beside
her, Sir Graybow abruptly rubbed his cheeks, hiding his mouth and keeping his
eyes on the table. Jo felt sudden remorse; the castellan had tried to warn her,
but to no avail.


            “I’ll
ignore this one intrusion, Squire
Menhir,” Baroness Penhaligon said graciously enough, though Jo couldn’t help
hearing the undercurrent of threat running through it, “but only because of the bond I know squires
feel for their masters. That bond is now broken—” but not forgotten, Johauna
thought mulishly “—and you have no use for the sword. Wyrmblight is a treasure
that should be displayed for all to see—”


            Jo
couldn’t contain herself. “But—!”


            Sir
Graybow coughed loudly, effectively cutting offjo’s torrent of words. The
glance he cast her was murderous, and that alone quelled the squire. He pulled
out his handkerchief and blew his nose noisily, then turned to the baroness
with elaborate courtesy. “My sincere apologies, Your Ladyship,” he said loudly.
“Pray forgive me.” Arteris inclined her head.


            The
castellan shot one more black look at Jo before
gesturing toward the sword. “It’s a most intriguing prospect before the
council, Your Ladyship,” Sir Graybow continued smoothly, “the question of what
to do with Wyrmblight, the most renowned sword in all of Penhaligon.” Jo opened
her mouth to speak, and the castellan said quickly, “And what are all our
options, do you suppose?”


            “I
believe,” the baroness said without hesitation, “that we have but two options:
to put Wyrmblight on display or to leave it in the hands of Sir Flinn’s
squire.” Arteris paused, her agate eyes glittering coldly at Jo. “If Sir Flinn’s protege can contain her
passions, she may tell us why she feels she ought to bear the sword.”


            Jo made a move to speak, then
stopped and glanced at Sir Graybow. She wondered if she had misread Arteris’s
invitation. But the castellan nodded, a slight smile
of encouragement on his lips. Jo turned back to the baroness. “Your
L-Ladyship,” she stammered, then gripped Wyrmblight tighter. Have faith, the blade whispered. “Your
Ladyship,” Jo began again, her voice growing stronger and more
sure, “I feel I should bear the sword for one specific reason, if no
other.” She paused for effect and swept her eyes over the council members. “Sir
Flinn would wish me to wield it. Of that, I am certain.” One or two of the
council members murmured to each other, then silence
fell once more in the room.


            Lady
Arteris rubbed her fingers together. “Clearly, you cannot bear the sword unless
you remain a squire for Penhaligon. However, the knight who chose to sponsor
you has, most regrettably, died, Squire Menhir,” the baroness said with unusual
gentleness. “This puts you in an awkward position. We currently have no knights
who are without squires. We could give one knight two squires to train, but in
the past we have found that detrimental to the squires’ learning.” Arteris
paused to let that information sink in.


            “I
am without a squire,” Sir Graybow said distinctly All eyes turned to him.


            “By
tradition the castellan is usually without a squire, Sir Graybow,” Arteris said
after a momentary silence. “A castellan has too many duties to properly attend
to the training of a squire ”


            “Save
when he is training his replacement,” Graybow rejoined.


            “But
you took on Sir Flinn as your squire, presumably with the intent that he should
one day replace you,”


            Arteris said equably. “Sir Flinn has
since died.”


            “And
has left behind the woman he chose worthy to be his squire,” Sir Graybow said neutrally. He turned his head toward
Jo, and she swore the old man winked at her.


            “I
. . . see, Sir Graybow,” Arteris was at a loss for words. She looked at Jo, then turned back to the castellan. “It must be pointed out
that you were considerably younger when you took Sir Flinn as your squire so
many years ago. How do you propose to provide training for Squire Menhir?”


            “I
shall, of course, provide instruction in the virtues of knighthood, in
etiquette, in reading and writing, geometry, tactics, and the like. As to the
combat training, I intend on enlisting the aid of Braddoc Briarblood,” Sir
Graybow gestured toward the dwarf. Jo turned to her friend. Although Braddoc s
face remained passive, Jo had caught the fleeting look of surprise in his one
good eye. “If that is agreeable with friend dwarf, of
course.” The castellan inclined his head toward Braddoc.


            The
dwarf cleared his throat, took a step forward, and bowed low toward Sir
Graybow, and then the baroness. “I should be honored to assist in any way I
can, Sir Graybow.


            I
would consider it a privilege to so repay old debts to my lost comrade.” Jo had
to repress a smile at the sound of such formal speech from her friend.


            Lady
Arteris was not so easily swayed. “I know nothing of you, Master Briarblood,
save that you have the acquaintance of Sir Flinn and Squire Menhir,” she said
coolly.


            Madam
Astwood nodded to the baroness and said, “With your permission, Your Ladyship?”
At Arteris s nod, she continued, “I have heard of this dwarf. He has led the
life of a mercenary for many years, his sword for hire.”


            The
baroness arched one eyebrow at the dwarf. “Is this so, Master Briarblood?” she
asked coldly.


            Braddoc glanced at Jo and then bowed
again to the baroness. “Yes, what Madam Astwood says is true—to the extent that
she thinks it is true.”


            The
baroness frowned, and several members of the council murmured in confusion.
“You speak in riddles, sir?” Arteris asked severely. “Pray explain yourself.”


            “It
is true that 1 have led the life of a mercenary, Your
Ladyship,” Braddoc said simply, “but I am no mercenary. I am the nephew of
Everast XV, king of Rockhome, my ancestral lands. He bade me learn of your
ways, and it was he who suggested I roam your lands as a mercenary that I might
judge your mettle.”


            Several
members of the council rose to their feet in alarm. Even Sir Graybow stood,
though his face was filled with consternation rather than fear. The baroness
held up her hands and motioned for silence. When she received it, she said,
“This is most extraordinary, sir. And what, may we ask, is the purpose of such
subterfuge?”


            “To
discover if the Estates of Penhaligon are a land that the Dwarves of Rockhome
could do business with,” Braddoc said readily. He bowed at the baroness, his movements
the graceful and elegant maneuver of a courtier. “And I am pleased to say that,
on behalf of King Everast XV, we dwarves would like to open up mutual trade
agreements.” Braddoc smiled at the baroness, then at Jo.


            The
squire had always wondered where Braddoc had gotten his finicky manners—they
had seemed out of place in a true mercenary. Jo smiled back at her friend. Now
she knew.


            The
baroness’s expression turned civil, and her brows arched faintly. “I . . . see
no objection then,” she said slowly, looking over her council members. When
none was forthcoming from them, she turned back to Braddoc and smiled. “I shall
look forward to arranging trade discussions with you and your uncle, Master
Briarblood.” Braddoc bowed low, his beard sweeping the floor, and returned
silently to his chair. Jo looked expectantly at the baroness, and she gestured
at the castellan.


            Sir Graybow turned to Jo and said,
“Squire Menhir, you are, of course, at liberty here. You may choose to leave
the Order of the Three Suns now, if you like.”


            Jo
s hands tightened on Wyrmblight, and the thought of Verdilith rose in her mind.
Her lips grew grim. She faced Arteris squarely. “What of the status of
Wyrmblight—” Jo paused slightly, then added “—Your
Ladyship?”


            Baroness
Penhaligon sighed heavily, then said, “We will honor Sir Flinn’s wish that you
receive Wyrmblight, though we have none but your own word that that was his
wish. Wyrmblight is yours to keep, Squire Menhir, but only if you remain a
squire of this castle.”


            Jo
nodded at the castellan, then turned to the baroness and said, “Your Ladyship,
I would be proud and pleased to remain a squire in the Order of the Three Suns
under the care and training of Sir Graybow”


            Jo
bowed low, holding Wyrmblight to her side. The silver-white blade felt warm to
the touch.


 












          Chapter V


 


              ohauna Menhir swung Wyrmblight around her shoulders in a
wide, arcing stroke. The edge of the blade was met by Braddoc’s wooden practice
shield, and Wyrmblight clove into the oak. The leather sheath around the blade
gave way; Wyrmblight’s edge was so keen that it cut through one blade guard
after another. Jo wrenched the blade loose and stepped back a pace, holding
Wyrmblight before her. She tore away the leather streamers, keeping her eyes fixed
on the dwarf, Braddoc shifted his battle-axe and
raised his shield a bit higher. The dwarf slowly began circling the young
squire.


            Jo
smiled impishly at her friend. During this last month at the castle, she’d come
to enjoy these practice sessions. Braddoc’s constant camaraderie had kept the
pain of Karleah’s and Dayin’s departure to a minimum. Indeed, between Braddoc’s
sparring and the castellan’s lessons, Jo had had little time to think of
anything else. And a recent note from the old wizardess had assured Jo that all
was well.


            The
young squire and Braddoc were in one of the castle’s many smaller courtyards.
Three other sparring partners practiced their maneuvers, two of the squires
using swords, and one young half-elf wielding a polearm. At the far wall, an
archery range had been set up. Two squires were there, shooting arrow after
arrow. Before Jo and Braddoc had fallen to, Jo had watched the archers. One was
quite good; the other was far less skilled than Jo, despite her inexperience.
Flinn had started teaching her archery only the past winter. She was hoping to
practice a bit today after her bout with Braddoc.


            A
sudden gust of spring wind blew a trailing lock of hair into Jo’s mouth, and
she spat it out immediately. The momentary distraction allowed Braddoc an
advantage, however, and the dwarf leaped forward. His battle-axe— the edges
dulled by a boiled leather sheath—sliced through the
air in a stroke parallel to the granite courtyard. Jo, unable to bring the
unwieldy Wyrmblight up fast enough to block the blow, leaped backward. The axe
whistled by, just touching the leather practice jerkin Jo wore.


            Braddoc
grunted. “It’s a good thing they make fighters put guards on their weapons.”


            Jo
responded by swinging Wyrmblight in an upstroke. The blade sank into Braddoc’s
shield again. “Yes,” Jo said as she worked the blade free. “I wish I could get
a guard to stay on Wyrmblight. I could hurt you, Braddoc.”


            The
dwarf chortled as he and Jo stepped apart and began circling again. “Don’t
worry about it, Johauna. If you can nick me with Wyrmblight, then I deserve it!
Yow!” Braddoc jumped in pain as Wyrmblight just glanced across his shoulder.
The dwarf touched the wound and then pulled his hand away. It was red. Braddoc
grimaced and said wryly, “Or maybe not!”


            Jo
lowered Wyrmblight and stepped forward in concern. “Did I hurt you, Braddoc?”


            The next thingjo knew, the pommel of Braddoc’s battle-axe was in her stomach. She
doubled over, but didn’t fall to the ground. “Why, you—” she said through teeth
clenched in pain and anger.


            Braddoc
raised one mocking finger. “Uh, uh, uh!” he admonished. “Flinn taught you the
rudiments of fighting—fighting honorably, that is. I intend to teach you how to
really fight!” Braddoc grinned
suddenly. “I may be the nephew of King Everast, but even I know how to fight
dirty. You, Johauna Menhir, are bound to meet people who don’t fight fair—and I
want you to be prepared!”


            Jo’s
eyes narrowed as she slowly closed the gap between her and Braddoc. “If that’s
the case, my friend” Jo said
smoothly, “then try this!” Jo swung Wyrmblight over her head and leaped
forward, bringing the shining great sword down in a crashing blow. The metal
tip rang off the granite stones, not the wooden shield Jo had expected. To her side laughed the dwarf, suddenly, maddeningly, nimble.


            “You’ll
have to do better than that, Jo,” Braddoc said mockingly. “That little love
bite earlier was a lucky stroke—took no skill at all.”


            Angered,
Jo swung the heavy sword in a horizontal arc, twisting it so the flat of the
blade would hit Braddoc in the small of the back. She hoped to knock the
wind—and the pride—out of the little man. She didn’t want to hurt him. Not
much. But Jo’s stroke went awry. Braddoc simply crouched, and there was no way
Jo could halt the sword’s stroke. The weight of the swinging blade dragged her
off balance, making her twirl around without control.


            Thump! The flat of Braddoc’s battle-axe
smashed into Jo’s unprotected thigh. Already off balance, she spun from the
impact and sprawled heavily to the granite stones. Wyrmblight fell beside her,
the harsh clang of metal ringing throughout the small courtyard. Two of the
sparring couples and both archers turned to stare at her. Jo felt her face
flush crimson, and her panting turned even more ragged. She’d met a few of her
colleagues, but she had never been the center of their attention before.


            She
didn’t like it.


            Jo
shook her head, refusing to let her embarrassment ruin today’s sparring lesson.
She looked up at the dwarf, who stood calmly before her. Braddoc wasn’t even
winded! Jo held out her hands, palms upward. “Braddoc,” she asked, “what am I doing wrong? I was so much better and quicker
against Flinn! At least I think I
was!”


            Braddoc
rubbed a balled fist against his milky eye for a moment, then
sat beside Jo. He stared at Jo with his good eye and released a long, grim,
I-didn’t-want-to-be-the- one-to-break-this-to-you sigh.


            “What?
What is it?” she asked, her voice rising in pitch. She returned the dwarf’s
gaze.


            Braddoc’s
look grew thoughtful. Carefully he tucked a few stray strands of Jo’s reddish
hair, so much like his own, back into her leather practice helmet. Then he said
slowly but clearly, “Wyrmblight s too big for you, Johauna.”


            Jo
jumped to her feet. “Too big? Too big?” she shrieked.
Once again a practicing pair stopped to look at her. Jo lowered her voice.
“What do you mean, Braddoc?” she insisted. Her eyes were narrow with annoyance.


            The
dwarf shrugged but refused to stand. Jo knelt on one knee beside him and peered
intently into his face.


            “What
do I mean? Just what I said, Johauna,” Braddoc said simply. “Wyrmblight’s too
big for you. The sword’s too long and too heavy. You haven’t got the—”


            “It’s
a man’s sword, that’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?” Jo said bitterly. She
couldn’t deny the truth, however. Sparring with Braddoc the last few weeks had
shown her just how poorly she wielded Wyrmblight. Her arm, shoulder, and back
muscles ached every day after only a few swings. Her strength seemed to be
growing, however, and that had given her hope.


            Unexpectedly,
Braddoc put his hand on Jo’s knee. “Look. If it makes you feel any better, I
couldn’t wield Wyrmblight either,” he said. He gave the girl’s knee a squeeze
and then drew his hand away.


            Jo
frowned and said nothing for several moments. Finally she asked quietly, “Are
you saying I should give up Wyrmblight? Perhaps give the sword to Baroness
Penhaligon, like she wanted me to?”


            Braddoc
shook his head adamantly. “No, I’m not saying that at all,” he said, his good
eye fixed on her. “Flinn would want you
to have Wyrmblight—that much nobody will argue about.”


            “Nobody?” Jo asked suddenly. “What about Madam Astwood? What
about Arteris? Maybe Flinn would want Wyrmblight put on display for all the
people to see. Surely he’d prefer that to having me smash it against the ground
all day.” Tiny lines of worry crossed her face.


            The
dwarf smiled at the squire and patted her hand. “Yes, Flinn would have been
pleased about having it on display—” Braddoc paused for effect “—but he would
still prefer you to have it. You
reminded him of all that was good and right and noble, Johauna. You alone are
worthy of his blade.”


            Jo
hung her head, refusing to meet Braddoc’s eye. “I—I don’t know about that,” she
whispered, “but that’s not the point here.” Jo looked at Braddoc. “The point
is, Wyrmblight is too big for me—”


            “That
doesn’t mean you can’t learn how to use a form
of Wyrmblight,” Braddoc interjected.


            Jo sat down, tucking one leg under
her chin. One of the other sparring couples—a sword-wielding human and a
half-elf with a polearm—danced nearby, casually avoiding the sitting pair. Jo
looked up at them for a moment, then stared at
Braddoc. “What do you mean, a form of Wyrmblight?” she asked.


            The
dwarf shrugged. He gave Jo an appraising stare, from the top of her practice
helmet down her lanky form to her burgundy boots. “You’ve a tall enough build.
With some work, you could learn to use Wyrmblight as the blade is now.” He held
up a cautionary finger as Jo’s face brightened. “Mind you, that would require a
lot of work—far more training than I’ll ever be able to give you.”


            “Then what do you suggest?” Jo
asked, crestfallen.


            Braddoc
turned away and rubbed his hands, intent on peeling back the loose skin of a
callus. “You, er, could consider having Wyrmblight reforged into a smaller—”


            “Reforged!” Jo shrieked a second time. This time she ignored
the stares her shout garnered. She grabbed Braddoc’s arm and shook him. “Reforge Wyrmblight?
Are you crazy?” she shouted.


            The
dwarf stared at her, his face suddenly, utterly serious. Jo was taken aback by
his expression, and her hold on his arm lightened. “No, I’m completely sane,
Johauna Menhir,” Braddoc said slowly. “If you search your memory of the calling
you had at the spring, I think you’ll agree that that’s the only true answer.”


            “The
spring . . .” Jo murmured, her mind reliving the day she had met Braddoc. She
remembered the evening she’d spent in the dwarf’s sweat lodge, remembered the
wondrously chill water, the swirling vapors, the vision. In it, Jo stood before
a forge, waiting for a smith to pull something from the fire. Her stance was
strangely expectant, and Jo wondered now if what she so eagerly awaited was the reforging of Wyrmblight, as
Braddoc suggested. In the vision, Braddoc stood beside her, and Flinn was
nowhere in sight. Jo narrowed her eyes and looked now at Braddoc.


            “I
can’t believe that’s what the vision means,” she said simply, then shook her head. “I can’t. Reforging Wyrmblight would be
sacrilege. I will not dishonor Flinn’s memory so.” Or his spirit, Jo added to
herself. She shook her head again. “I will not do it.”


            Braddoc
returned her gaze, then shrugged. “What will you do
with Wyrmblight?” he asked steadily.


            “Learn
how to use it, of course,” Jo answered. She rose to her feet and pointed at
their belongings on a nearby bench. “In the meantime, I have the sword Flinn
gave me in Bywater, and I have his bow. Practicing with both will hold me in
good stead until I develop the strength and skill to properly wield
Wyrmblight.” Johauna extended her hand to the dwarf and helped him rise.


            Braddoc
grunted, then said, “You are persistent, I’ll grant
you that.”


            Jo
grinned, her first genuine smile since Flinn’s death. “I am nothing if not persistent!” When Braddoc
broke into a laugh, Jo did, too, though hers was hesitant and shortlived. A
bell sounded nearby, and she frowned and picked up Wyrmblight. “It’s time for
my etiquette lesson,” Jo said, her voice edged with irritation. She handed
Braddoc his shield as he picked up the batde-axe lying at his feet.


            “Just
be thankful Sir Graybow got you out of taking those classes with Madam
Astwood,” Braddoc replied sternly. “From what I’ve gathered, Johauna Menhir,
you’ve been given a lot of leeway in your training here at the castle. Don’t be
so quick to mope—someone’ll interpret it as ingratitude.” Braddoc began
unlacing the axe’s protective guard.


            “Oh,
I am grateful, Braddoc,” Jo said
earnestly as they began crossing the courtyard. The other squires were doing
the same; Jo noted thankfully that none seemed to be listening to their
conversation. “It’s just that I’m not understanding
all the little intricacies! And, Braddoc, there are so manyl” Jo sighed heavily. She stopped at a bench where she had left
her belongings, picked them up, and continued onward.


            “Give
it time,” Braddoc soothed. “You’ll learn. From what I’ve seen of Sir Graybow in
the council meetings, he’s a master of etiquette. You couldn’t learn from any
better.”


            “I
know, I know!” Jo despaired. “It’s just that I don’t understand why there should be a difference between
addressing an empress and a queen! But I’ve got to learn, Braddoc, I’ve just
got to! I want so much to be a knight like Flinn—and he was so good at
etiquette, too, even after all those years away from court.” Jo’s voice rose in
vexation. Her long legs had lapsed into a brisk pace, and she had to slow down
when she realized Braddoc was trotting to keep up.


            “Ask
Sir Graybow,” Braddoc answered lightly. “He’ll be able to explain it to you in
a way you can understand.”


            Jo
stopped suddenly and looked down at her friend. Her eyes narrowed and she bit
her lip. “It’s just that—it’s just that I feel so ... so at a disadvantage
around the other squires, Braddoc.”


            The
dwarf’s eyebrow rose. “Why?” he asked in astonishment.


            Jo shrugged and looked away. “I
figured it out the other day, Braddoc. Do you know,
I’m the only orphan here? I’m the only one without any formal schooling,
without any family lineage. Why, I don’t even remember my parents’ names!”


            Braddoc
sighed heavily and looked down at his polished boots. He rubbed the tip of one
with the other, then looked back at Jo and shook his head. “I don’t know what
to tell you, Johauna,” he said slowly, “except that I’m proud of you. You’re
here on your own merit—that and a little luck and persistence.”


            The
dwarf pointed at the other squires gathering by the courtyard’s entrance.
“Coming from royalty myself, I understand what it’s like to have lineage and
money, like those folks have. But lineage and money don’t make me respect them.
You I do respect—and so did Flinn and
so does Sir Graybow. Just keep that in mind the next time these kinds of
thoughts get you down.” He tapped Jo’s arm with his battle-axe. “Now, let’s get
you inside for that etiquette lesson.”


            “You’re
right, my friend,” Jo responded positively, her eyes shining down at the dwarf.
They continued to walk toward the archway. In some ways I have it much easier
than the other squires, Jo thought suddenly, and I shouldn’t complain. I’d hate
to learn etiquette from Madam Astwood; she and I would have come to blows in
the first lesson. Besides, none of the other squires has the opportunity to
study with Sir Graybow, and he’s the most respected knight here in the castle.
Jo smiled shyly at the thought of her new mentor, then
noticed that the eyes of one of the other squires followed her: Colyn Madcomb,
the young man who couldn’t fire a bow. He was holding one of the doors to the
western tower open for Jo and Braddoc, and his smile at Jo was merry and
interested. Jo turned her head aside and swiftly entered the tower. She didn’t
wait for Braddoc.


            “Wait
up, Johauna!” Braddoc scrambled after her, his short legs trying to keep pace
with Jo’s long ones.


            Jo
told herself to relax and slowed her pace. They entered one of many side
stairwells in the western tower and slowly began to climb. A few weeks back, a
large delegation from King Everast XV and a contingency from Duke Stefan
Karameikos had forced Jo and Braddoc out of their guest chambers in the central
tower. Sir Graybow had kindly invited both Jo and Braddoc to share his spacious
quarters rather than bunk down in the soldiers’ building, and the squire and
the dwarf had readily accepted.


            Although
the political envoys had left the castle, Sir Graybow extended his invitation,
stating that he enjoyed their company. The castellan had a floor of his very
own in the western tower: a bedroom for each person plus a spare for guests and
a wide open area connecting all the rooms. There was even a kitchen, and Sir
Graybow had his own cook and scullery maid. Jo had never lived in such luxury
before, and she still wasn’t accustomed to the idea of having someone do the
drudge work for her. She frequently dismissed the cook and the drudge,
particularly when Sir Graybow was away.


            “Too
bad Dayin and that witch left us. The old crone would have loved climbing all
these steps as much as I do,” Braddoc said, slightly out of breath as they
entered the fourth level of steps. The stairs were designed for human legs, and
Braddoc detested climbing them. They wound their way up the middle of each
tower and were tightly formed. He had to constantly lean into the next turn
even as he was taking the next step.


            Jo smiled down at her friend. “You know, Braddoc,” she said mischievously, “that’s only the
third or fourth time you’ve mentioned that this week. I think you miss Karleah as much as I do.”


            “Humph!”
the dwarf snorted, but said no more.


            Jo
and Braddoc reached the castellan’s floor and entered through the only door. A
sparsely furnished living area surrounded the circular stairwell. Only two rugs
dotted the floor; woven of red and black, they helped counter the room’s
austerity. The furniture was utilitarian, though comfortably upholstered. A few
fine tapestries graced the rough white walls. Jo never tired of gazing at them
and asking the castellan for the stories woven there. The bedrooms and kitchen
branched off the living area. Candles in sconces lit the chambers at night,
their delicate golden glow further endearing the chambers to Jo; she found the
magical lantern light in the rest of the castle too harsh for her eyes.


            Jo
hung her short sword and the bow on the pegs in the wall next to the stairwell,
but kept Wyrmblight beside her as she always did. Sir Graybow’s fine silver
long sword hung in its black-and-gold sheath in its usual spot, and she knew
the castellan was already here.


            The
door to Sir Graybow’s room opened, and the aging castellan entered the living
area. The man’s face, grim and shadowed, broke into a grimace at the sight of
Jo and Braddoc. “I’m glad you’re both here. I have some news for you.”


            Jo
and Braddoc drew closer, the squire holding on to her sword. The dwarf set his
gear on the green marble floor near his bedroom door. “What is it, Sir
Graybow?” Jo asked. Braddoc merely grunted.


            The castellan kept his eyes on Jo.
“It’s about the dragon—Verdilith,” he said heavily.


            Jo’s
heart sank. He’s dead! she thought. And I—I mean Wyrmblight—didn’t strike the killing
blow!


            “What
happened?” Braddoc asked. “Did your knights find the lair with the directions I
gave them?”


            “Directions?” Jo turned on Braddoc. “You gave directions to
Verdilith’s lair? Why?” She turned back to the castellan. “Tell me whats going
on here! Is Verdilith dead? Did you send out a party after the dragon without
telling me?” Her fingers clenched on Wyrmblight. “I’ve sworn an oath to avenge
Flinn’s death, and—”


            “And
you’re not skilled enough to complete that oath without the loss of someone’s
life—” Sir Graybow interjected “—most likely vours.” He took a step closer to
Jo, who fought the urge to back away. “Jo, I asked Braddoc for directions to
the dragon’s lair. He gave them to me, and I swore him to secrecy.”


            “Why?”
Jo whispered, though she knew the answer. “Because you would have gone after
them,” the castellan said coolly, “and you simply aren’t ready” He sighed. “I sent five knights and two mages to corner and
slay the dragon. That’s my job. I couldn’t let Verdilith heal and plot while we
waited for you to be ready for your vengeance.” “Flinn—” Jo began.


            “Fain
Flinn would have been the first to have agreed with me,” Sir Graybow reminded
her, “ And you know that.” The castellan gestured with
his hands. “Jo, others here—knights,
not squires, mind you—are as eager to slay the wvrm as you. With eager hands
and a wounded dragon, I had to proceed.”


            Jo
glanced at Braddoc, who pursed his lips and shrugged. The squire turned back to
the older knight. “What—what happened with the party you sent?” she asked at
last, trying to instill her voice with a knightly reserve.


            “The knights found the lair, and the
mages got them inside,” Sir Graybow replied. He turned away and began pacing.
“Verdilith was there, all right. He slew one knight and then escaped—” Sir
Graybow paused to draw a tight breath “—apparently with the aid of a wizard.”


            Jo
and Braddoc looked at each other, then said
simultaneously, “Teryl Auroch!”


            “Exactly,”
the castellan replied. “My people recognized him immediately.” The knight
resumed pacing. “They were obviously in the process of relocating Verdilith,
for virtually all of the treasure had been removed. I doubt the wyrm will ever
return to that cavern.”


            Jo
felt a surge of wicked joy fill her and was only slighdy chagrined by it. Yes,
she thought, yes! I can still be the one to avenge Flinn’s death! Jo turned
away from the others, embarrassed that she hadn’t shown—couldn’t show— the
proper sorrow for the knight who had been slain, or suitable consternation over
the dragon’s escape.


            Braddoc
spoke to the castellan. “If it’s all right with you, Sir Graybow, I’ll be
leaving shortly.”


            The
castellan nodded as Jo turned nervously back to the dwarf. “You’re leaving?”
she asked Braddoc. “You’re not leaving . . . because of me, are you?” Sir
Graybow discreetly withdrew to the trestle table at the side of the living area
and began arranging the books there.


            The
dwarf brought his hands together. He said to Jo, “I’m leaving for a few
days—nothing special. No, I’m not leaving because of you, or because of what
you’ve just found out, or because you’re happy that Verdilith s still out there
for you to hunt down.” He paused, shaking his head in slow warning. “I’m going
to check on my home, gather a few things, and then return.” He smiled when he
saw Jos blushing, crestfallen face. “Don’t worry, Johauna. I’ll be back in time
for the initiation ceremony. Have no fear.” Jo took a step toward the dwarf.
“Why don’t I come with you, Braddoc?” she asked and then gestured at the
castellan. “I’m sure Sir Graybow wouldn’t—”


            “I’m afraid you’re wrong there, Jo,”
Sir Graybow interrupted. Jo turned to the castellan, who
pulled out a chair for her and motioned her toward it. The squire hesitated, then quietly took the proffered seat. “Thank you,” Sir
Graybow said quietly, touching the table before her. “You have much left to
learn during this last week before your initiation. There is no time to spare.”


            Jo
watched Braddoc retire to his room and heard him begin to pack a few
belongings. She looked up at the kindly face of her mentor, and her brows
knitted in perplexity. “But . . . Braddoc didn’t mention this trip to me until
now,” she began.


            “At
my request,” responded Sir Graybow. He took a step toward the other end of the
table. During their lessons he preferred to stand, and Jo had grown accustomed
to the arrangement. “We didn’t want to distract you from your lessons, either
with the sword or the quill.” “But he’s my friend—” Jo said, then
gave voice to what really troubled her. “He’s my friend, and I’ll miss him—”
The castellan nodded, his pale eyes filled with understanding. “I know, Jo, I
know. You miss Karleah and Dayin, and now Braddoc’s leaving you, too. But he’ll
be gone for only a little while.” The old knight hesitated, then
Jo saw his eyes crinkle into what sometimes passed for a smile. He said firmly,
“I’m your friend, too, Johauna. Don’t forget that.” He gestured toward the
papers covering the table. “Come. It’s time to begin your lesson.”


            Jo leaned Wyrmblight against the
nearby wall and pulled her chair closer to the table. Sir Graybow had never
questioned her desire to have the sword constantly near her. If he had, Jos
only response would have been that she found the presence of the blade
comforting. She lightly touched the four sigils, wishing Flinn would talk to
her again through the blade. No matter how hard she pleaded with the Immortals
and the sword itself, Jo had never again seen Flinn as she had in her wounded
delirium.


            Have faith, the blade whispered back.


            Jo
s fingers lingered on the third sigil, and for the first time she wondered why
the sword never admonished her about the other points of the Quadrivial. Then
the thought came to her: Without faith
you cannot attain the others. Sir Graybow cleared his throat, and Jo turned
to him, startled. The words had been so faint that she wondered if it had been
her own mind or the sword speaking.


            The
squire looked at the castellan and said lightly, “I’m ready, Sir Graybow. What
intricacy of courtly manner am I to learn today?” She smiled at the castellan
to soften the teasing in her words. Her respect for the aging knight had grown
with each new thing he taught her, and she wanted to convince him she was a
fast and serious learner. Sir Graybow frowned as if lost in thought, then
opened his mouth to speak.


            Braddoc
came out of his room then, a knapsack and a bedroll over his shoulder, as well
as an iron box about a foot square. Jo recognized the unusual box Braddoc had
taken from the dragon s lair, and she asked, “Have you had any luck yet getting
that catch to open?”


            The
dwarf looked up distractedly, apparently surprised
that anyone else had noticed his growing obsession with opening the box. His
eye lingered for long moments on Jo before he shook his head and said, “No,
none. I mentioned it to a mage named Keller, and he’s offered to have a look at
it for me while I’m gone. Damnedest construction I’ve ever seen.” Braddoc shook
his head again and glanced over his shoulder at the peculiar box. “Marvelous though, simply marvelous.” His eye, seemingly a
bit watery now, turned toward the castellan and his student. “Well, I’ll take
my leave now, Sir Graybow,” the dwarf said formally. He gave a slight bow to
the castellan, then turned to Jo. “Take care, Johauna.
I’ll be back soon.”


            Impulsively,
Jo stood and hugged her friend, who was too weighted down with gear to return
the gesture. Tears stung her eyes, but she blinked them away immediately.
Braddoc would never appreciate my crying, she thought. She returned to her seat
at the table and looked at the dwarf. “Please hurry, Braddoc,” she said simply.


            A
strange look came over Braddoc’s face, but Jo couldn’t fathom it. “You say the
strangest things sometimes, Johauna Menhir,” Braddoc said. He shook his head,
gathered the rest of his things, and quit the room without a backward glance.


            Jo
turned back to the castellan. She looked expectantly at him and asked, “You
were about to say something, Sir Graybow?”


            The
older man looked quizzically at Jo, then suddenly
shook his head. “No, nothing—-just an old memory,” he said lightly. He picked
up one of the books on the table and began leafing through it. “Let’s begin the
lesson today with the ceremony of the joust. . . .”


            Curiosity
got the better of Jo, and she asked hesitantly, “What . . . memory was that,
Sir Graybow?” She had never asked the castellan a personal question before, and
she wondered now if he would take affront at her prying.


            The book snapped closed, and Sir
Graybow abruptly looked at Jo. His watery blue eyes did not blink, and his face
remained carefully blank. Jo could only stare back at her mentor and think how
stupid she had been to commit such a foolish mistake. The castellan looked away
as he rested the book on the trestle table.


            “I
. . . was thinking how much you reminded me of. . . my
oldest niece,” Sir Graybow said, his voice distant and quiet. He turned his
back to Jo and gazed out the window.


            “Your . . . niece?” Jo asked neutrally. “I didn’t know you
had a niece.”


            The
castellan slid the book back and forth across the table’s cherry surface. His
brows drew together, and he said in an even more remote voice, “I had two,
actually.”


            A
tiny silence followed, broken only when Jo finally asked softly, “Had—?”


            The
castellan nodded, his brows still knitted and his attention still on the book
beneath his hand. “Yes, had,” he said in a flat voice, made emotional by its
directness. “They . . . died . . . many years ago.”


            Conventional
manners dictated Jo murmur some platitude, but she found herself gripped by the
desire to know more about Sir Graybow’s sorrow. The words, “How . . . did they
die?” slipped out before she could catch them.


            The
castellan continued to methodically rub the book across the table, though Jo
saw now that he was beginning to fray the book’s edges against the corner of
the table. She didn’t dare point that out to him. His knuckles on the book were
turning white beneath the aged skin.


            “Elowyn
was . . . fourteen and Fritha . . . twelve,” Sir Graybow said. His gruff voice
was so gravelly that Jo barely understood him. His unblinking eyes remained
locked on the book he held. Jo leaned closer to hear his words, for the man’s
voice had become a whisper. “Their parents died of plague. Somehow they were
spared and came to live with me. I was their only kin.


            “It
was early winter, and the old baron was holding a great hunt,” Sir Graybow
continued slowly. Jo assumed he meant Baron Arturus Penhaligon, Arteris s
father and the man to whom Flinn had been so devoted. She strained to hear Sir
Graybow’s next words. “The girls were marvelous archers, both of them, and they
pleaded with me to let them join the hunt.


            “I
couldn’t say no to them, and the baron couldn’t either.” For the first time the
castellan lifted his hand from the book and looked about the room. Jo had the
impression he was looking back into a distant time, when the castle had a very
different lord. “They joined us on the hunt, and we spotted a giant boar almost
immediately. It fled south of here, into the Moor, where apparently it made its
lair.”


            Jo
drew her breath. She’d heard tales of how dangerous wild boars were,
particularly if injured or cornered.


            The
castellan continued, “They were young, and they’d never been on a hunt before.
They spotted the boar and immediately raced after it. We lost sight of them.
Then the boar circled back and caught me and the rest of the party. Elowyn’s
and Fritha’s arrows had bloodied it, but not seriously injured it. It was mad,
furious for blood, and it turned on us. Three of my men died before we downed
the beast.” Sir Graybow stopped speaking. Jo saw his extra chin quiver as he
swallowed several times.


            When
a respectful silence had passed and the castellan still didn’t say anything, Jo
said tentatively, as gently as she could, “What . . . happened to . . . Elowyn
and Fritha?”


            The
castellan took a deep breath, and his eyes closed and sank into the folds of
his face. He touched his forehead and then nervously brushed back his thinning
hair. His hand shook.


            “We
followed their trail as best we could, though it grew dark fast that time of
year,” he said huskily. “To make matters worse, the girls were hopelessly lost.
They headed deeper into the swamp. Soon we were lost, too; no one knows the
Moor well. But at least we had camped in the wilderness before and knew what to
do. Then the rain began to fall.


            “Some
called it quits for the night and set up camp, but a few stout fellows stayed
with me—Flinn was one such. One by one, though, they had to turn back; the last
one made Flinn return with him, telling him the baron needed him. I couldn’t
fault them for leaving. Elowyn and Fritha were my nieces, not theirs.”


            Jo
wasn’t surprised to hear Flinn’s part in the tale, and she knew he would have
been torn by Graybow’s obvious need. Jo pictured Flinn standing before the
castellan, winter rain freezing them. He would want to believe there was still
hope for the two young girls lost in the great marsh in winter, but would know
there couldn’t be. And he would also know that his allegiance lay first with
the baron. In the end, he had no choice.


            “I
drove my horse onward. My lantern blew out a dozen times before my tinder grew
too wet to light it. I didn’t need it anyway—the wind blew so much debris and
rain that I couldn’t see even with light. But I’d hoped it would attract the
girls, and I missed it for that reason.” Graybow’s voice had become a hushed,
ghostly whisper, and his breath curled in gray wisps from his lips.


            “I
stayed to the high ground, praying my nieces would do the same. But the weather
grew colder and nastier, the wind more chill and biting. The rain turned to
sleet, then to snow. I pushed my horse to cross channels of water, forcing him
to carry me on to the next patch of icy ground.” The castellans voice had grown
gruff, and Jo could almost hear the frigid waters sluicing past the stallion s
legs.


            “I
kept going. When my horse finally collapsed, I left him wallowing in a frozen
morass of swampland. I stumbled, dazed, away, not even thinking to end his
misery.” The castellan stopped and swallowed, then continued, “I began to walk
through that swamp. The water came up to my waist in most parts, and over my
head in others. The winds howled, and the snow whirled about me so fiercely I
knew I was only walking in circles; I had no sense of direction.


            “How
I kept going, I don’t know. I only knew I couldn’t stop until I found my girls.
I called. I walked and I called all through that night and on into the next
morning. I called my nieces’ names until my throat was raw and my spittle red.”
The castellan picked up the book and stroked the frayed edges. It was a long
minute before he continued.


            “I
stumbled across their bodies late the next morning by accident. They were in
the water, frozen; the water was no more than two feet deep. Ice covered the
surface of their little pond—and their little faces.”


            The
castellan dropped the book abruptly. He looked at Jo, his eyes suddenly naked
with emotion. “There’ll be no etiquette lesson today,” he said gruffly. With
long, swift strides he made for the stairwell and hurried out the door.


 












          Chapter VI


 


 


              Sir
Lile Graybow smiled his approval as Jo crossed the floor between them. She
grinned back, then looked down at herself. She had
polished her dark maroon boots until they shone, the silver clasps glistening
against the heavy leather. Her new breeches, provided by the baroness for tonights ceremony, were midnight blue and made of a light,
summery cloth.


            Jo
picked at the nape and said, “These aren’t likely to last long,” she said,
somewhat scornfully.


            The
castellan laughed, and Jo shyly smiled at him. “Jo,” the man said, “these are pants to wear only on special occasions—perhaps
even only this once.”


            Jo
frowned. “To wear only once?” she asked, perplexed. “Isn’t that awfully
extravagant? Can the baroness afford breeches for everyone for every occasion?”
she asked anxiously.


            The
castellan rubbed his heavy jowls. “What is the matter with you, my dear?” he
asked kindly, though he tried to mask that by making his voice even more gruff. His pale blue eyes almost disappeared in the
folds of his face.


            Then realization touched his face.
“Ah,” he said quietly. “Were you very poor?”


            Jo blinked once or twice rapidly.
Sir Graybow had a most disconcerting habit of asking astute questions. She
walked toward one of the tower’s windows. She could see servants scurrying
about below in preparation for the night’s festivities. She turned to face the
castellan. “Yes,” she said simply, “I was very poor”


            “Tell
me about your parents,” Sir Graybow suggested. He sat down on one of the nearby
settees. Jo leaned against the rough stuccoed wall and looked at the castellan,
while Sir Graybow continued. “Flinn told me about them—how they never showed up
at the port in Specularum as planned,” Graybow said gently. “What a terrible
loss for a little girl.”


            As
always, Sir Graybow’s sensitivity undid her. Jo had never known anyone who was
so habitually kind. Even Flinn had never been actually kind to her. Jo looked down at her hands, resting on her lap.
Beneath her hands shone the golden yellow tunic of a squire. Midnight-blue
threads created a swirling floral embroidery around the center of the tunic,
and an intricate lacework about the tunic’s edges. Jo was proud to wear that
tunic tonight, to be recognized before all the people of Penhaligon as worthy
to wear it. She picked off a stray thread and then looked at Sir Graybow, who
was sitting nearby and waiting patiently. Jo shrugged.


            “Did
you know I have a brother?” Jo asked quietly. “At least I think I have a
brother. I remember my mother holding a crying baby and hugging him so fiercely
he cried all the harder.”


            “When
was this?” Graybow asked gently. His face softened with concern.


            “It was the day they put me on the
ship,” Jo said slowly, her eyes glazing over. “Mother kissed me good-bye, and
all the while the baby screamed. She kept fussing with him, and so I turned to
my father.” Jos thoughts retreated back in time, and she saw her six-year-old
self once more on a wharf.


            “Why
do I have to go ahead of you and Mama, Papa?” Jo asked her father.


            A
man with flaming red hair, a full moustache, and merry eyes knelt beside her.
He wore a leather apron over his grimy clothes, and his bare arms smelled of
burned hair and molten metal. Her father worked at a foundry, and Jo had grown
accustomed to the way he smelled. In fact, she little recognized him the day
after his monthly ritual bath. He put his hands on her shoulders and kissed her
cheek, then sat back on his heels. It was the first time she had ever seen her fathers eyes dim, and Jo saw tears welling up there.


            “That’s
a long story, Jo dear,” he said, “and you’re too young to really worry about
that. We’ll . . . we’ll be with you soon. I promise. I do.” Jo felt the same
awful way she did when her mother sent her out at night searching for her
father. Jo would find the man in some filthy gutter, a bottle nearby and his
pockets empty.


            “Papa,”
Jo said as she touched her father’s tousled hair, “are we out of money again?
How can we afford to send me on ahead?”


            Her
father glanced at the ground and murmured, “Ships don’t cost money, dear.
People ride them for free.” Jo bit her lower lip. Papa’s lying again, she
thought.


            Her
father tucked her flyaway hair back into Jo’s two braids and then said with a
smile, “You have your blink- dog’s tail, don’t you now?” Jo solemnly nodded and
patted the bulging pouch at her waist where she kept her most treasured
possession.


            “Good,” her father said. “Use it
when you need to escape bullies or what have you, but don’t let anyone see you
use it. Those same bullies will try to take it away from you.


            Jo
nodded again. “When are you and Mama joining me, Papa?” she asked. A little
tear trickled down her cheek.


            “Oh, soon, Jo dear, soon! I promise! I really do!” her
father said and pulled her into his arms. “Now, I want you to be a good girl
and mind the steward. He knows where to take you when you get to the city. All
right, Jo dear?” Her father took her chin in his thumb and finger and gave it a
little shake. Jo smiled bleakly.


            The
ship’s steward called, “Last board! Last board! Boaaard up!”


            Jo’s
father gave her one last swift hug, then stood and turned to his wife. He took
the squalling baby from her. Jo hugged her mother fiercely, treasuring the touch
and warmth of her broad, clean arms, which always smelled of bread. Jo’s mother
said nothing, though tears trickled down her freckled cheeks and wet a few
stray strands of her chestnut hair. Her mother gave her one last kiss, then took the baby from her husband’s arms. She looked down
at her daughter.


            “Mama?” Jo asked, not understanding why her mother wouldn’t
say anything.


            Her
mother busied herself with the baby. “Not now, Johauna,” she said. “Baby’s
crying.”


            “Can
I hold him good-bye?” Jo asked.


            The
mother clung to her infant and savagely shook her head. “No, Johauna! It’s time
for you to go.” She pointed toward the ship. “Now, go on! Go on!” Jo backed
away, not understanding why her mother suddenly seemed so hurtful.


            Behind them two sailors began
pulling the boarding plank, and Jos father carried Jo toward the ship. One
sailor groused at the delay, but the other extended his hand toward Jo and
helped her board. He even wiped away a tear before putting her on deck.


            “Good-bye,
Jo dear!” her father shouted and waved. Beside him, her mother waved, too,
though the gesture was reluctant. She turned away soon. Jo heard the baby
squalling his good-bye to a sister he probably would never know he had.


            The
plank clattered as it landed on the ship’s deck, and then, slowly, the ship
began pulling away from the dock. Jo stood by the railing, clutching the
salt-hardened wood with her small hands, until her father and mother
disappeared.


            Jo’s
thoughts returned to the present, and she looked at the castellan. “I was only
six,” she whispered. “The steward sent me to this place with hundreds of other
children, but there wasn’t room for me. They turned me away. At first I thought
it was a home for children until their parents came for them. But it wasn’t an
orphanage. It was a sweat shop. People had sold them so many children that they
were turning the extras away.”


            Jo
scratched her forehead. “My parents, of course, never came for me. Every day I
went to the docks, and they never came for me. All I had left to remind me of
them was my blink-dog’s tail. How my father got the tail, I’ll never know. Now
. . . now I don’t even have that. Flinn used my blink-dog’s tail in his fight
with Verdilith, but I couldn’t find it after the battle.” She paused and added,
“I like to think the tail helped him live long enough for me to see him before
he died.”


            “Jo dear . .
began the castellan.


            Jo
looked at the aging knight and then slowly smiled. “My father called me that,”
she said haltingly, “and I never remembered that until now. Perhaps there are
some good memories to my past after all.” She smiled, though her lips trembled
a little.


            “You’re
a very special young woman, Johauna Menhir,” Sir Graybow said earnestly after a
pause. “Its time a few people recognized that, and
tonight at the ceremony they will.” The castellan paused again, then picked up
a nearby goblet and fidgeted with it. Jo knew the man well enough by now to
understand he was nervous. She waited patiendy.


            “I
. . . I’ve been thinking, Jo,” the castellan began, “about our position here at
the castle.”


            Jo
felt immediate alarm. Have I done something wrong? she
thought. Am I breaking some rule of etiquette? “Is . . . something the matter?”
she asked cautiously.


            Sir
Graybow set down the cup. “Only something that I feel can be easily remedied,
if you agree.”


            “Agree?”
Jo asked. “To what?”


            “I’d
like to make you my heir, Johauna,” the castellan said clearly, his eyes on
Jo’s face.


            Jo
expelled her breath, only just realizing that she’d been holding it. “I . . .
see,” she said, then nodded slowly. “Elowyn and Fritha were your only kin?” she
asked as kindly as she could.


            The
wrinkles around the castellan’s eyes deepened. He said quietly enough, “Yes,
they were. As I said, you remind me of Elowyn. I have no heir, and you have no
kin of your own that you know of. We are knight and squire and—I think—friends,
too.” The castellan’s smile was sad though not bitter.


            Jo nodded slowly, her eyes unable to
leave Sir Graybow’s face. “Yes,” she said softly, “yes. If you want me as your
heir, I would gladly accept.”


            The
castellan gave her a brief hug and then backed away, saying, “Good. That’s
settled. I’ll make the announcement at tonight’s ceremony.” He smiled again at
Jo, and this time, his expression held no sadness. “I’m very proud of you, Jo,
and I’m more pleased than I can say that you’re willing to adopt me.”


            Jo
colored a little at the praise. After living for six years with an alcoholic
father and thirteen years on the streets of Specularum, Jo had little practice
in accepting praise. Unable to say anything, she looked about the room. “I hope
Braddoc arrives in time to see the squires and knights initiated,” she said,
deliberately changing the subject.


            Sir
Graybow laughed, a chuckle much like a bark. “What you
mean to say, young lady, is that you hope the good dwarf sees you initiated in the order!” The older
knight smiled at Jo s sudden discomfiture. He smiled at her a moment longer,
then added, “I’m sorry Karleah and Dayin won’t be here tonight.”


            Jo
looked down at her hands. She’d received a message from Karleah yesterday to
that effect. “Yes, well,” Jo said slowly, “Karleah’s very close to discovering
why she’s lost her powers. And I understand her concern. . . .” Of course, I
thought I was a concern of hers, too, Jo thought, then tried to push her
disappointment aside.


            Somewhere
in the tower a bell sounded, ringing the three-bell stroke for assembly. The
people will be starting to gather in the great hall for tonight’s ceremony, Jo
thought. Her cheeks flushed, and she turned her bright eyes to the castellan.


            Sir Graybow stood and said, “Hold on
a moment, Jo. I have something for you.” He entered the kitchen.


            Jo
stood and picked up Wyrmblight. The sigils seemed to glow in the evening light,
though Jo fancied it could be simply a reflection from the candle sconces that
Jo had lighted at sunset. She held the blade before her and whispered, “Oh,
Flinn. Why aren’t you here with me? What is my moment of triumph without you?”
Her eyes smarted.


            Wyrmblight
warmed to the touch, and Jo felt a measure of comfort. Have faith whispered through her mind.


            The
castellan returned, bearing a burgundy-colored sword sheath in finely tooled
leather. He held it out to Jo, who set Wyrmblight aside.


            “What’s
this?” she asked as she eyed the peculiar arrangement of belts.


            “It’s
a harness rig for a great sword,” Sir Graybow responded. “Here, let me.” He
picked up one part of the harness, which Jo saw served as a belt. It was wider
than her palm and studded with grommets. The castellan fastened it at her
waist, making sure it rested snugly against her. A second similar construction
looped over her shoulder and under the opposite arm. From both dangled leather
straps and silver snaps and buckles. Sir Graybow took Wyrmblight and silently
began fastening the blade in place.


            Jo
looked over her shoulder closely. Wyrmblight was too long to actually sheathe,
for no one could quickly withdraw a great sword from a case. But the leather
straps of this harness were so designed, Jo saw, that a single pull would undo
them. It obviously takes much longer to buckle the sword into the harness, Jo
thought as the castellan finally finished.


            “There,”
Sir Graybow said. “A proper harness for a proper sword—” he smiled at Jo, the
many wrinkles around his eyes crinkling “—for a proper squire,”


            Jo practiced bending and kneeling,
checking the balance of the hanging sword. The harness held Wyrmblight securely
in place, the tip of the sword about a foot off the floor. She wouldn’t be able
to sit with the sword strapped in place, but she doubted she’d have much
opportunity of that until after the ceremony. She touched the rich burgundy
leather and the silver appointments reverently.


            “Thank
you, Sir Graybow,” she said simply. “The harness is beautiful.” She looked
fondly at the man standing before her. “It will be a relief to have Wyrmblight
with me, properly sheathed, tonight. It’s irksome not having my hands free.”


            The
castellan nodded, a pleased expression on his face. He
put his hand on Jo’s arm and turned toward the stairwell. “Come, Jo,” Sir
Graybow said gravely. “It’s time for your initiation as a squire in the Order
of the Three Suns.” He smiled at the young woman.


            Jo’s
answering smile was solemn, for her thoughts had turned inward. If Flinn cannot
be with me now in my shining moment, she thought, at least his sword and his
mentor can. And when the time comes, when I am
ready to take on Verdilith, I will
find that wyrm and slay him. I will
avenge Flinn’s death. Jo nodded to herself, seeing only then the concerned expression
in the castellan’s eyes.


 


            Braddoc
Briarblood eyed the man in front of him, then kicked
his calf with the sharp tip of his boiled-leather boot. The man yowled and
turned around, searching for the perpetrator. You’re looking a little too high,
mister, Braddoc thought maliciously as he stepped
around the man. He wiggled his way between two more humans and breathed a sigh
of relief as he reached the upper balustrade’s railing. The balcony overlooked
the interior of the castle’s great hall.


            At
last! Braddoc thought. I didn’t think I’d ever make it in time. He put his
battle-axe and knapsack between his feet. The dwarf leaned over the stone
balcony and peered into the crowd of people below. The great hall of the Castle
of the Three Suns was filled with people, though not as packed as the hall had
been during the open council last winter when Braddoc, Jo, Karleah, and Dayin
had seen Flinn confront his accusers.


            The
dwarf’s trip had proven uneventful. His home was still secure, though a pair of
raccoons had moved inside the house. After leaving his home, Braddoc had
circled back past the dragon’s lair and found no sign of Verdilith there,
though of course he hadn’t been able to get inside the lair. Still, the
castellan’s report seemed true. Verdilith was gone.


            The
last task Braddoc had set himself was the most difficult, for he had visited
the site of Flinn’s funeral pyre. There the dwarf had scattered the few
remaining ashes and said his own good-byes to Flinn. Then he had begun a
methodical, diligent search for the one gift he wanted most to give Johauna:
her blink-dog’s tail. Braddoc checked his pocket for the bristly fur and again
thanked the Immortals that he’d been successful.


            All
in all, the trip had been most productive and uneventful—until he’d stabled his
pony at the castle not half an hour ago. As he had turned from his mount, a
large, black crow had fluttered in the stable entrance and dropped a parchment
in his hands. The crow had squawked and flapped away before Braddoc could even feel
surprised. Remembering the peculiar bird, the dwarf pulled the parchment out
again and smoothed it against the stone railing in front of him.


 


            Braddoc—


 


            Dayin and I cannot attend the initiation
ceremony; I am close to discovering what has stolen my magic and hope to
recover my spells before I return to the castle. The timing is crucial. Even
so, I ivish I could attend the ceremony, if not for Johaunafs
vanity, for her safety. Vve sent Harrier, my messenger, to deliver a warning to
you: Be ever vigilant at the initiation ceremony. I have dreamed of Jo coming
to harm that night, and hope this missive reaches you in time to avert it or
somehow ease it.


 


            Tell Jo we will see her soon.


 


            Karleah Kunzay


 


            “Old witch,” Braddoc muttered into
his beard. “What’s ‘harm’ supposed to look like? I wish you’d been a little
more specific.”


            Braddoc
folded the note and stuffed it in his belt. Squinting, he looked out into the
great hall, searching for anything or anyone that seemed remotely unusual. His
eyes ran along the clean architectural lines of the ribbed vault above,
searching for a dark spot or irregular shape that might be hiding a lurking
assassin. He saw no such sign, only soot trails from a time when the castle had
used torches. Braddoc harrumphed. Four immense chandeliers hung from the vault,
attached to it with ornate, wrought-iron housings. Each chandelier carried a
dozen sconces, all elaborately chased with touches of gold and silver. Magical
light poured forth from the tops and bottoms of the sconces, casting gaunt
shadows over the vault. The dwarf smiled grimly. Those massive chandeliers
could easily conceal some crossbow-toting villain. Though he strained his eyes
to make out such a form, he could see none. The fixtures
swayed slowly, silently in gentle eddies of air from the vault.


            “Have
to keep my eye on those.”


            Next,
his attention turned to the seven other balconies overlooking the great hall
below, three on his side of the hall, and four on the other. They were crowded
with eager peasants and merchants—the riffraff like himself. Given the density
of the throng, an attack could easily come from any one of the balconies.


            “’Scuse,
please,” grunted a burly blacksmith, shoving Braddoc into the stone rail and
crushing him against it as he pushed by. As soon as the mans
large stomach stopped pressing against him, the dwarf whirled angrily about,
hand on the dagger in his belt. The blacksmith was gone. Bristling, Braddoc
stared into the churning crowd around him to catch a glimpse of his assailant,
but the man had disappeared as though he had never been.


            “Bloated
idiot,” Braddoc mumbled, drawing a handkerchief from his pocket and rubbing at
a line of black grease on his shoulder. “Filthy, bloated
idiot.” He pulled the kerchief away, staring irritably at the two spots
that now marred it. One spot was black and grimy like grease. The other was red
as blood. “Bad omen,” Braddoc noted, the breath in his bruised lungs catching
short. Trying to shake off the chill that washed over him, he turned his
attention to the great hall below.


            The
floor was a vast mosaic of interlocking tiles that formed some grand design
Braddoc couldn’t make out. The surface of the pattern was obscured by the
people, sitting in thick rows on the floor. The lines of them extended from one
wall to the other, like a furrowed garden of villagers. Young pages ushered
more peasants into the already packed hall, gesturing for them to tighten the
existing rows. The pages, little more than children themselves, also tirelessly
cleared the red-velvet aisle in the center of the hall.


            “Could
be any one of’em,” Braddoc muttered, eyeing the crowd. His hand slipped a
second time to his pocket, checking for the blink-dog’s tail. His fingers
wrapped around the beaded handle, and he peered once again at the swaying
chandeliers, the burgeoning balconies, the crowded
floor below. ... “I just hope this thing wTorks.”


            Noise
swelled at the front of the hall. Suddenly a dozen or more people, including
Baroness Penhaligon and Sir Graybow, filed into a cordoned area where the
council table sat. Long and rectangular—imposing even at this distance—the
table rested on a low dais and was attended on ' the far side by high-backed
chairs. Only pages, squires, knights, and nobility were allowed beyond the
ropes that marked the cordoned area.


            “Let’s
hope this starts it,” Braddoc said to himself. He was tired of waiting,
especially since he had hurried straight to the hall, with trail dust still
clinging to him.


            Baroness
Penhaligon waited for the castellan to pull out her seat, then
sat down. The council members stood by their respective chairs and waited. The
crowd, none too quiet a moment before, grew noisier still. A man behind Braddoc
pressed forward, practically leaning over the dwarf. Braddoc jerked his elbow
back and connected with the man’s thigh. The human said, “Ooofl” but backed
away peaceably. Oh, to be back in Rockhome! Braddoc sighed, feeling nostalgic
for the short folk of his dwarven homeland.


            Arteris
raised her hand. A dozen trumpeters, six to either side of the dais, stepped
forward and blared out the call for silence.


            Its begun,
thought Braddoc. His eyes left the stage and combed the audience.


 


            Jo pressed against the delicate iron
grillwork that screened the small anteroom from the great hall. She couldn’t
see beyond the backs of the first row of people. Braddoc could be anywhere out
there! she thought. She could only hope she would
catch sight of him as she walked up the aisle.


            The
squire wrapped her fingers around the metal grill- work. Her hands were
perspiring from the heat of the small, crowded room, and she hoped to cool
them. She glanced nervously to each side of her. Eleven other men and women
were gathered with her, each wearing the same golden tunic Jo did. Most of them
were young like her, though one man sported a grizzled beard. Jo wondered what
had prompted him to become a squire in midlife.


            In
a separate cluster stood seasoned squires who were about to be promoted to
knighthood: two men and three women, one obviously elven. Jo hadn’t had the
nerve to approach the elf maiden, even for a simple greeting, for she admired
the elven race above all others. Tonight’s ceremony was too distracting and
emotionally taxing to let her overcome her shyness and approach the
golden-haired, violet-eyed beauty.


            Jo
furtively watched the soon-to-be knights, who were talking quietly among
themselves. Some were trying to feign nonchalance, but Jo sensed their
excitement nevertheless. They’re about to become knights in the Order of the Three Suns! Jo thought, then caught one
of the women trying to surreptitiously rub a tarnished spot from her armor. Jo
smiled. Unlike the squires, who had already been given their golden tunics, the
knights would receive their midnight-blue tunics from Baroness Penhaligon
herself. The tarnish will never show then, Jo thought charitably.


            Trumpets
sounded then, and Jo turned back around and pressed against the grillwork.
Beside her, a young man did the same, and Jo glanced at him. She blushed and
averted her eyes immediately when she saw that he was looking at her. “Hello,”
said Colyn Madcomb, the squire who had opened the door for Jo in the practice
courtyard a week ago.


            Jo
blushed, unable to say anything to the young man with the merry eyes. She
couldn’t help noticing that his eyes were an interesting combination of green
and brown, and that they were framed by black, curly lashes.


            The
trumpeters finished their introductory theme, a fanfare that had been used
since the beginning of Penhaligon s days as a court. The people responded by
slowly quieting. Baroness Penhaligon regally stood and began to speak, her
voice echoing through the great hall. Jo strained to see past the people still
moving about in the hall, but she lost sight of the dais. She would have to be
patient: she and the other initiates weren’t allowed into the great hall until
a page opened the door and escorted them to the council area.


            “Gentle
folk, commoners and royals alike,” rang Arteris s voice, “welcome, one and
all.” Arteris paused while the audience erupted in the traditional cheer of
greeting.


            “In
the tradition of our forebears,” the baroness continued, “tonight we celebrate
the initiation of those who have been found worthy to join the Order of the
Three Suns. . . .”


            Jo rubbed her sweaty hands on the
legs of her trousers, then fidgeted with the collar of
her tunic. Her thoughts drifted away, and she remembered Flinn telling her he
believed she would one day become a knight in the order. His words and manner
had been filled with such earnestness, such faith, that Jo had believed him
with all her heart. It had been the first time since her parents had sent her
away and betrayed her that she had believed anyone so fully.


            Oh,
Flinn! Jo’s heart cried. I have such doubts! How I wish you were here! Once
again, the words have faith entered
Jos mind. She smiled sadly and put her hand on Wyrmblight. “I’ll try,” she
whispered, “but it s so hard without you.”


            Then
suddenly the door opened and a young woman poked her head inside. “It’s time
for the squires,” the page said. “The castellan will announce your name
shortly— begin walking down the aisle at the pace he taught you.” The page
smiled sweetly and held open the door.


            Jo’s
heart thudded, and she barely heard Sir Graybow announce to the audience in the
great hall, “We have found twelve persons worthy to become squires in the Order
of the Three Suns.” Listen, girl! Jo admonished herself. It’ll never do to miss
your name!


            Sir
Graybow called out, “Colvn Madcomb, from Greenheight in the County of Vyalia, now squire to Madam Francys Astwood. We
bid you welcome to Penhaligon ” The young man with the
merry eyes flushed and stepped out onto the velvet-strewn aisle. Jo clenched
her hands.


            Moments
passed slowly, agonizingly, while Squire Madcomb walked the long hall to the
dais. The audience responded with a round of cheers and clapping when the young
man reached the council members. Jo felt faint.


            Then the words Jo longed to hear
rang out. “Johauna Menhir, from Specularum in the Estate of
Marilenev. We bid you welcome to Penhaligon,” came Sir Graybow’s strong,
gruff voice. For a moment Jo couldn’t move. Then she caught sight of the page
hurrying toward her, and the motion spurred Jo forward. She stepped onto the
velvet walkway.


            As
she walked the long aisle, Jo was too overwhelmed to even think of looking for
Braddoc. To each side of the aisle, people sat in neat rows on the floor and
peered expectantly up at her. She swallowed convulsively; Sir Graybow was
speaking.


            “—formerly
to the Mighty Flinn, the order’s most renowned knight, who recently died in
battle against the vile wyrm Verdilith. Johauna Menhir has accepted the
position as squire to the Castellan of Penhaligon,” Sir Graybow was saying. Jo
flushed at the proud tone in his voice. Her eyes were bright as she continued
down the walkway. To each side of the aisle, people twisted and shifted to get
a look at the young woman. Jo was almost halfway to the dais.


            Sir
Graybow continued, “Squire Menhir has also graciously agreed to become my
ward—”


            His
words were cut off by a sudden screeching noise, as of metal twisting and
groaning under pressure. Jo stopped and looked around, trying to locate the
sound. The protesting metal screeched louder, a piercing wail echoing off the
stone walls of the hall. Some in the audience rose to their feet in confusion;
they began to murmur, their cries mixing with the grating noise. The screech
came again, though this time more muted. Jo looked up.


            There,
four stories above her head, a huge, wrought-iron chandelier pitched
precariously back and forth. Its magic sconces cast swirling, ghostly shadows
across the ribbed vault, and a green-gray mist seemed to hover about the
chandelier s iron mounting. Jo gasped, raising her arm up over her head,
squinting at the brilliant, hypnotic lights. Suddenly, the chandelier began to
flicker, as did all the other magical lanterns inside the great hall. Women and
children screamed and cried out in panic, and the sounds masked the screeching of
rending metal above Jo. In the next instant, the floor filled with running
people, shouting, fleeing from the hovering doom.


            It
seemed like Verdilith s first attack on the great hall.


            The
lights flickered into blackness. Abruptly, someone slammed into Jo and flung
her forward through the racing dark. As she hurtled heavily to the ground,
panic swept over her, then crunching pain. Jo struggled to break loose of her
assailant, tugging helplessly at the sheathed and tangled great sword harnessed
to her.


            With
a rumble more felt than heard in the chaotic din and darkness, the chandelier s
mounting tore free of the stone ceiling. A horrible and sudden silence in the
crowd answered the rumble, and in that shocked hush, the gentle clink of iron
chains filled the hall. Jo stiffened in fear, knowing the chandelier was
directly overhead. Whoever had knocked her aside clutched her collar in tight
fists and dragged her, rasping, across the mosaic floor.


            Jos
feet tangled with her assailant s, and the two of them fell heavily to the
stone floor. With a deafening thunder, the iron chandelier crashed to the
floor, its massive metal frame less than a sword s length from Jo. The lights
flickered once, and Jo saw the grimly terrified look of Braddoc Briarblood
holding her.


            Then
all was blackness.


            The crowd panicked, running toward
the entry doors, trampling any who had remained sitting or had fallen to the
ground. Children cried. Jo heard prayers being spoken,
and curses as well.


            Sir
Graybow’s voice rang out stentorianly, “Stay calm! Stay calm and sit down! The
lights have failed—that’s all! We are not
under attack. Please remain calm; we will have light soon.” Several knights
entered the hall carrying lanterns, which they began passing out to the other
knights, squires, and pages.


            “Braddoc! Braddoc!” Jo said
shakily, sitting up next to the dwarf. “Are you all right?” she asked, her
breaths coming in labored wheezes.


            “I
was about to ask the same of you,” the dwarf noted huskily.


            “You
made it to the ceremony,” Jo mumbled, and the moment the words had left her
lips she realized how stupid they sounded.


            “You
have a gift: for understatement, Johauna,” Braddoc said, rising to his feet and
coughing.


            “Yes,”
Jo said absently as she tried to dust the powdered stone from her clothing. Lantern light flickered by the pair, now and then casting strange
and eerie shadows onto the hall’s walls. The audience was still
confused, and pages and squires hurried about trying to calm frightened men and
women and comfort crying children. Groping in the darkness, Jo’s shaking hand
found Braddoc’s shoulder and she blurted, “How . . . how did you know? About
the chandelier, I mean. How did you get here in time to save me?”


            “A
little gift of mine, you might say.” Braddoc held out his hand. The light was
so dim that it took Jo a moment to make out the curved form of the blink-dog’s
tail. “Or a little gift of yours, more truthfully.”


            Jo took the bristly tail and ran her
fingers over the beaded handle. “How—? Where—?” she
began, unable to continue.


            The
dwarf shrugged. “I . . . stopped to pay my respects to Flinn. I thought I’d
look around while I was there and see if I could find it. Dwarves can be
notoriously tenacious when we want to be, you know.” He took the tail and
flipped it over, then handed it back. “I’d thought some animal would have eaten
it by now, but there must be enough magic left in it to make it distasteful.”


            Jo
looked at her friend. “How did you figure out how to use it? I taught Flinn the
particular bark command to trigger the teleportation, but .
.


            Braddoc
rubbed his elbow and said, “Oh, I heard you use it once or twice.” The dwarf
smiled ruefully and shook his head. Then he sobered. He fixed Jo with his good
eye. “I almost didn’t make it, Johauna. I couldn’t get the right tone. If I
hadn’t—” The lines around his eye creased in worry.


            Jo
touched his hand and bit her lip.


            A
page ran up to Jo and Braddoc and asked, “Squire Menhir, you’re wanted up front
by the castellan. Immediately. Do you need any help?”


            “No,
thank you,” Jo said automatically. She stood and Braddoc did the same. Together
they began pressing forward through the crowd. The audience was beginning to
settle now that more light had entered the hall. Most were sitting on the
floor, huddling in small groups. The flush of fear had given way to curiosity,
and the screams and moans had given way to muttered speculation.


            Trumpeters
blared the peal for silence once more. Jo and Braddoc
hurried forward. Baroness Penhaligon stepped to the end of the dais and raised
her hand.


            “People of Penhaligon,” Arteris said
loudly, “I pray you calm yourselves. Our mages inform me that the chandelier s
mountings were slowly corroding in the ceiling. As it began to work its way
loose, it broke the incantations that lit this hall.”


            Jo
and Braddoc reached the dais, and Sir Graybow gestured for them to join him.
They did so with alacrity.


            “The
ceremony will commence immediately, for we are all too proud of the friends and
family we admit this night into the Order of the Three Suns to cease the
ceremony here,” Arteris continued. “Heaven help us if the pride of Penhaligon
should be brought to its knees by faulty lamps! We’ll celebrate as we did in
days of old!” The baroness’s uncharacteristically impassioned speech brought a
ragged cheer from the crowd.


            “The
good castellan will check on getting us additional light, and so I am turning
his part of the ceremony over to Madam Astwood. She will announce the remaining
squires and introduce you to the new knights in our order.” The crowd, pleased
that the ceremonies wouldn’t be canceled, answered with a heavy round of
applause. Smiling tightly, Arteris finished, “I pray you enjoy yourselves, good
people of Penhaligon. And I enjoin you to remain after the ceremony to partake
of the fine wine and food the pages will dispense. I must take leave of you for
a few minutes, but I shall return shortly. Madam Astwood, pray continue with
the initiation.” Arteris bowed slightly and turned toward the knight, who
strode forward as Arteris retreated.


            Madam
Astwood called out, “Thank you, Your Ladyship! We look forward to your return.”
The woman gestured toward the people, “And now, people of Penhaligon, let us
bid welcome to young Squire Aldney Blackbuck, late of the Rugalov village—”


            Sir Graybow nodded, then began moving rapidly away. Jo and Braddoc fell into
step behind him, and they met up with the baroness as she neared a small door
at the side of the dais. Arteris strode through the door and rapidly down a
short, dark hall that led to a stairwell. Jo was not surprised to see that
torches lined the walls of the passageways and stretched away into the
distance. So, the lanterns failed elsewhere, too, she thought, as she followed
the castellan up the stairs. Behind her, Braddoc was grumbling beneath his
breath.


            As
Jo hurried to match the baroness’s pace, she struggled to keep a smile of
excitement from her lips. She was part of a special detail, the baroness’s own
personal entourage. Jo wanted desperately to ask where they were going, but,
seeing the determined step of the baroness, she reined in her tongue. They
turned down a familiar hall. There, the baroness threw open the doors to the
small council room and greeted the three men and one woman who arrived from the
opposite hall. Once everyone had entered the chamber, the baroness peremptorily
shut the doors—just short of slamming them—and whirled on those gathered.


            “What
is happening here?” Arteris demanded, glaring. “Why did the magic fail? Are we
under siege?” Her agate- brown eyes flashed at the four mages, who glanced
nervously at each other. Arteris strode forward and took her accustomed seat at
the center of the U-shaped table. The mages moved to the side of the table and
sat down slowly. Watching Graybow, Jo set her teeth and tried to look as calm
and stern as he. Sir Graybow, glancing sidelong at Jo, positioned himself
before Arteris, between the mages and his baroness.


            “Well?” Arteris demanded. “All the
lights in the castle falter and fade on a single day? In a
single hour? How can this be?” The baroness focused her wrathful eyes on
the oldest wizard. “Aranth? What is the meaning of
this?”


            The
man named Aranth stood. He flicked a nervous look at his comrades before facing
the baroness. Jo felt sudden distrust form in her heart. What is he hiding?
What is he afraid of? she wondered.


            “Your
Ladyship—” the mage said formally.


            “Dispense
with the formalities, Aranth,” Arteris snapped once more. She crossed her arms,
apparently unconcerned about wrinkling her lovely blue-and-silver gown.


            “We—we
believe Teryl Auroch may have somehow infiltrated the castle,” Aranth began.


            The
baroness’s eyes narrowed. “What proof have you of this
suspicion?”


            Aranth
smiled wanly, clutching the collar of his robes for an uncomfortable moment.
“No direct proof, My Lady. But we’ve noticed a general, magical malaise over
the castle—some kind of subtle but powerful spell that’s affecting all the
magic here. Its been weakening the light spells, the
magic items, even new incantations.”


            “Why
wasn’t I told of this ‘malaise’ earlier?” Arteris demanded, her sharply trimmed
nails beginning to rap impatiently on the table. “This is a matter of castle security—a grave weakening in our magical
defenses.”


            “I
apologize personally for that, Your Ladyship,” Aranth replied, punctuating the
statement with a shallow bow. “The effects of the spell have been slow, but
cumulative. Though we now believe the spell has been in effect for some weeks,
its influence on our magic only became obvious this morning, and has since then
grown acute.” “What—if I may be so bold—” interjected Graybow, thoughtfully
stroking his chin, “does this ‘malaise’ have to do with Teryl Auroch?”


            “He is the only mage we know of with
enough power to cast such a spell,” replied Lady Irys, the female mage, as she
rose to her feet. She was a slight, middle-aged woman of plain appearance.
“We’ve discovered Auroch is a much more powerful wizard than we had been led to
believe. And, he’s the only one with a clear motive to cast such a spell.”


            “And
that motive is . . . revenge?” Arteris inquired.


            “No,”
Aranth said simply, then thought to quickly add, “Your
Ladyship. I fear it runs deeper than that. Teryl Auroch originally insinuated
himself into this court—into your trust—for some evil purpose. We believe his
purpose was left unaccomplished when he was driven out by Flinn. We believe the
spell he has cast must be calculated to bring about his unfulfilled plans.”


            “Dominion
over Penhaligon,” Graybow whispered in awe to himself, though the words cut
through the silent room.


            “What?”
Arteris snapped, rising to her feet.


            Graybow,
shaken from his musing, blinked twice and said, “It only makes sense. Auroch is
a ruthless, power- hungry mage. If he cannot rule Penhaligon from within, he will
do so from without.”


            “This
is all guess and conjecture,” Arteris noted, striking her palms firmly on the
tabletop.


            “Not
all,” Jo responded quietly, her voice quavering. Graybow glanced toward her
quizzically. His gaze was sharpened with irritation that she had not observed
proper etiquette in addressing the baroness. Jo, unaware of her mentor s
attention, took a weak step backward, bracing herself with a trembling hand
against the table.


            “Squire Menhir?” Graybow blurted in
quiet alarm, reaching out a hand to steady her. “What is it?”


            Jo,
catching her breath, shook her head gently and murmured, “The mages are right.
Auroch is behind it.”


            Graybow'’s
hand was firm on her arm. “How do you know?”


            Jo
looked up into her mentor’s face, anger and fear naked in her eyes. “I saw
Verdilith here ”


            “What?”
chorused Arteris and Graybow.


            “The
day we returned from the dragon’s lair, after battling Verdilith . . .” Jo
explained, “. . . a black-haired man accosted us; he ridiculed Flinn.” Her
voice began to break, but Jo clenched her jaw and gathered her resolve. “He had
golden eyes and wore a long leather glove over his left hand and arm. Verdilith
has golden eyes, and his left arm was maimed by Flinn.”


            “That
proves nothing,” Arteris noted coldly.


            “Excuse,
please, My Lady,” Braddoc interjected, stepping forward, “but someone matching
that description ran into me in the great hall. He left a streak of blood on my
tunic, blood that must be from his left arm. And, just before the chandelier
fell, I saw a greenish mist whirling about the ceiling mount. I think the man
and the mist were both Verdilith, transformed.”


            “I
. . . see,” Arteris said, throwing Jo a sideways glance. “Verdilith and Auroch
seem to be back to their old tricks.” She paused, her eyes patiently measuring
each person in the room. “Now we have a vague idea what is happening, but I’ve
not heard a single suggestion as to how to stop these schemers. What do you
intend to do about this rogue mage?” Arteris asked icily, not batting an eye.
“And what do you intend to do about restoring magic to the Castle of the Three
Suns?” Jo felt a twinge of reluctant admiration at the baroness’s ruthless
tone.


            Aranth fidgeted with his fingers.
“We will, of course, restore the magic as soon as possible, Your Ladyship. I
caution you that this may take—”


            “Do
not caution me, Aranth!” the baroness said coldly. Her agate eyes flashed at
the wizard. “You are my head mage, and I am sorely disappointed in you. You
will have the magical wards and defenses restored by tomorrow. Magically locked
doors and gates, magic cords . . . everything. Do I make myself understood?”


            Aranth
bowed and said, “Understood, Your Ladyship.” He leaned back, his eyes averted,
but his lips curled in resentment.


            “And
the lights must be restored by the next day—all of them restored,” Arteris
continued. “Understood?”


            The
three mages reluctantly nodded. Aranth said, “To do so, we will need to
discover a way to break the enchantment. That may take time.”


            The
baroness’s eyes were like spheres of ice. “The less time, the
better for you.” Her chill gaze warmed slightly, and she added, “The
better for all of us. In the meantime, Sir Graybow, I want you to step up
security. Double the guards throughout the castle, and treble them before magically
warded portals. I don’t care if you must draw from the ranks of the squires and
knights to do so. Security in the castle is the utmost concern
”


            “Yes,
My Lady,” Graybow responded, with a gracious bow.


            “And
I want Auroch found ” Arteris finished. “Found and
slain, and his head paraded on a pike.”


            “We
will use every means at our disposal to magically detect the whereabouts of the
rogue mage, Your Ladyship," Aranth said quickly. “We will undo the damage
he has wrought.”


            Arteris pursed her lips at the mage
but said nothing. Jo could clearly see the baroness’s thought: Fools. I’m
surrounded by ineffectual fools. Jo smothered an irreverent smile, then felt the smile fade as Arteris turned to Sir Graybow.
“My mages, Sir Graybow, plan to search for Auroch with their rapidly failing
magicks. I pray my castellan can devise a more reliable plan. What do you plan to do, castellan?”


            A
gentle smile tugged at the corners of Graybow’s mouth, as though he had been
waiting to be asked that question. “My scouts have discovered someone who—I am
convinced—will know the whereabouts of Teryl Auroch,” Sir Graybow said slowly.
Jo felt her heart begin to pound uncomfortably. A rushing noise filled her
ears. “I intend to send Squire Menhir and Master Briarblood after the man.”


            Sir
Graybow paused, the grim, determined smile deepening across his lips. “The man
is Sir Brisbois.”


 












          Chapter VII


 


 


              ave you lost your senses?” Arteris raved at Sir Graybow. She
looked away; her lips pressing into a thin line. Regaining her composure,
Arteris leaned toward the castellan and splayed her hands across the wide
expanse of table before her. “Tell me. Sir Graybow,” the baroness asked
sarcastically, “by what logic do you send an untrained squire after a former
knight who is, by all accounts, a man of dishonor and treachery?” Arteris
arched her eyebrow.


            Johauna
hurriedly took the last step separating her from Sir Graybow. She raised her
hand and was about to speak, but the castellan caught her wrist and flashed his
eyes at her. Jo pursed her lips and kept silent. The castellan gave her hand a
brief squeeze as he released it, then turned to Baroness Penhaligon.


            “My
logic, Your Ladyship,” Sir Graybow responded drily, “is this: Brisbois, for all
his dishonor and treachery, is a coward—no match in battle for my squire and
her associate. Furthermore, Brisbois is merely a tag for the whereabouts and
weaknesses of Tery l Auroch and Verdilith, the true villains. While Squire
Menhir and Braddoc are pursuing Brisbois, I need every other experienced knight
and squire to guard the castle against further attack from the mage and the
dragon. You yourself said that the castle s security was paramount.”


            “I
did, indeed,” Arteris said, lifting her hands from the table and standing
erect. She drew a breath in preparation to speak, but Graybow was already
talking.


            “And,
most importantly, I am your castellan and have been for many years now. I have
every faith that my squire and her companion are best suited for this task. If you have faith in me as your castellan,
you should have faith in my choice of assignment.” Lile Graybow lifted his
bushy eyebrows slightly and stared at Arteris.


            The
baroness blinked stoically. Her expression remained inscrutable for a long
moment. Finally, she coughed once, delicately, and said, “You are correct in
your assumption that I have every faith in you,
Sir Graybow.” She fixed her penetrating gaze on the castellan. “As such, I will
extend that faith to your squire. But know you this, Sir Graybow—” Arteris pointed
at the castellan “—I do not want to discover that this choice of yours has been
dictated by either infatuation or senility. Do I make myself clear?”


            Sir
Graybow bowed low. “Yes, Your Ladyship, you do. And no, you will not.” Jo
caught the briefest trace of a smile lingering around the castellan s lips.


            “In
that case, Sir Graybow,” Arteris said wryly, “I suggest you adjourn to brief
Squire Menhir and Master Braddoc. I wish to talk with these—” there was the
briefest pause “—mages. Please attend me later tonight.” The baroness nodded
dismissal to Jo, Braddoc, and the castellan, then turned to the mages. Jo saw
Aranth actually squirm before she turned to follow Sir Graybow out the room.


            The castellan maintained a quick
pace through the halls and stairwells that led to their chambers, despite the
lack of adequate light. “This will take some getting used to,” he murmured when
he discovered that one hall was virtually unlit. He stopped, put his hand on
Jos arm, and squeezed it. Graybow said gruffly, “We’ve a lot to discuss
tonight, Jo. I suppose I should have asked first if you wanted to go—”


            Jo
shook her head vehemently, unable to see much of Sir Graybow’s expression in
the dark. She gripped the man’s hand. “No, sir,” she said strongly, “I do want this opportunity—I do! If you
won’t let me hunt Verdilith yet, I can avenge Flinn’s honor if not his death—”


            Sir
Graybow raised a gnarled forefinger in warning. “No, there will be no talk of
that,” he said sternly. “I am sending you after Brisbois to bring him in, not
to seek vengeance.” Sir Graybow s voice had a hard edge to it that Jo had never
heard him use with her. “Understood?”


            Conflicting
emotions warred within Johauna, and for a moment she couldn’t respond. Then she
quelled all her thoughts and said lightly, “Of course, Sir Graybow. You can
count on me.”


            Something
in her tone made Sir Graybow pause to look at the young woman, but the darkness
hid her expression. “Jo . . . ?” he began, his voice like a low growl.


            Jo
closed her eyes and felt her skin flush. “Yes, sir?” she forced herself to say
with just the right degree of concern.


            The
castellan peered at her once more, then, seemingly satisfied, he turned down
the hall. Jo and Braddoc fell in step beside him.


 


            Early dawn found Jo and Braddoc
mounted on horse and pony and traveling south on the smooth, hard-packed Duke’s
Road. Only a few ruts, puddles, and frost boils hampered the steady,
ground-eating canter they set for the animals. The road was the finest
thoroughfare around and was used by almost anyone traveling across Penhaligon.
Originating in Specularum, to the south, the Duke’s Road worked its way north
through Kelvin, on through the southern Wulfholdes to Penhaligon, then through
the Wulfholdes again as it wound its way north to the Altan Tepes Mountains.


            The
River Hillfollow bordered the western edge of the Duke’s Road. Its bank had
come alive with a flush of vivid green as the trees burst into leaf. The
Wulfholdes surrounding Jo and Braddoc seemed pale by contrast, though a few tenacious
shrubs and grasses dotted the shale slopes. Jo glanced at the river, her eyes
drawn by the glint of sparkling waters. She remembered they’d have to cross
that river to get to the tiny village of Rifllian, which was just on the other side of Castle
Kelvin to the south. Brisbois was supposed to be hiding in the village. She
turned to Braddoc.


            “There’s
a ford at Kelvin, isn’t there?” Jo asked.


            Braddoc
nodded, his long-legged pony cantering to keep up with Carsig’s stride. “Aye,
there is,” the dwarf replied. “We’ll cross the river there, and then the Duke’s
Road branches westward. We take that into Rifllian.”


            And
that’s where we’ll find that—that traitor, Sir
Brisbois! Jo thought savagely. It rankled Jo that
Brisbois s title was still intact—at Flinn’s gracious request, the title had
never been officially stripped from the man. The “knight” was a menace. Surely
discrediting Flinn with lies and betraying Flinn as bondsman were only two of
Brisbois’s heinous crimes, Jo told herself. Her fist
clenched on Wyrmblight s pommel, then forcibly relaxed. Calm down, girl, she
told herself as she tried to find something else to concentrate on. Duty, not vengeance.
She’d repeated the phrase in her head many times already, but still the words
rang hollow. Once, she even found herself hoping Brisbois would provoke an
attack so they could kill him on the spot.


            Shaking
her head to clear it of the destructive thought, Jo glanced at Braddoc. “Didn’t
you meet Flinn in Rifllian? What’s the village like?” she asked.


            Braddoc’s
beard, braided into a single plait, bounced up at his pony’s canter. He tucked
it back into his wide, silver- and sapphire-studded belt. “Rifllian?” he
repeated, then snorted. “It’s not much of a place, that’s for sure. My comrades
and I—”


            “What
were you exactly, Braddoc? You
weren’t really mercenaries—you said so yourself to the baroness,” Jo cut in
quickly. “What did you do?”


            Unexpectedly,
Braddoc laughed. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Johauna Menhir!”


            “Then
tell me,” Jo entreated lightly. “We’ve—what? one? two? days on the road before we
reach the village? I’d like to know more about you and how you met Flinn ”


            The
dwarf looked at Jo oddly for a moment. A sudden break in his pony’s rhythm drew
his attention away from Jo. The animal pulled up sharply and halted. “Likely a
stone,” Braddoc murmured as he dismounted and looked at the pony’s legs. Jo
pulled Carsig to a halt and watched Braddoc.


            The
pony was favoring her left forehoof. Braddoc leaned against her while facing
the animal’s rear. Onyx obediently shifted her weight, and Braddoc slid his
hand down her leg and picked up the hoof. He cupped her hoof with one hand and
pulled out his knife. Gently he scraped away loose gravel and packed mud with a
blunt hook on the knife’s pommel. “Here it is,” he said as he probed deeper.
Using the hook, he carefully dislodged and removed a sharp, jagged piece of
granite. The dwarf eyed the rock with disfavor, then
threw it away. He set the pony’s hoof back down and remounted.


            “The
sole looks bruised,” Braddoc said to Jo. “Let’s slow to a walk and let Onyx
recover.” He added after a moment, “That’ll give me time to answer your
questions in a more sensible fashion, rather than bounce along and lose half my
words.” The dwarf fell silent.


            Jo
nudged Carsig into a walk. “Think she’ll pull up lame?” the young squire asked
momentarily. She knew she might have to prime the pump to get the reticent
dwarf talking about his past. A little banal chitchat could do the trick.


            Braddoc
shook his head. “I don’t think it’s that bad a bruise, and she’s moving pretty
good now.” The dwarf opened his mouth, then closed it
suddenly. He glanced at Jo and stroked his beard.


            Jo
bided her time, taking in the countryside, which was far different from the
streets of Specularum, where she had spent her early years. The Wulfholdes gave
way to gentler hills and meadowlands. The Hillfollow still curved to the west,
and the road matched the river curve for curve.


            Overhead,
birds flocked here and there, some still heading north to summer ranges. A
flock of snowy geese flew high above the ground in a deep V; their cries echoed
faintly in Jo’s ears. Then Jo heard the eerie, lonely cry of a solitary loon as
it winged its way toward the river’s waters. She smiled in wonder. How
different these birds are from Specularum’s raucous gulls! she
thought. During her years in the port city, Jo saw only gulls and pigeons. The
wealth of birds in this untamed land startled and pleased her.


            The terrain leveled into gentle rolls
before Jo finally turned to Braddoc. “Well?” she asked tersely. The dwarf had
never taken this long to answer her questions before.


            “Well
what?” the dwarf asked mildly. His good eye caught Jos.


            Jo
sighed elaborately. “You were going to tell me about your life as a supposed
mercenary and about how you met Flinn,” she added in a rush. She saw Braddoc
tug on his beard—a sure sign of nervousness—and she smiled reassuringly at him.
“You’re my friend, Braddoc—” Jo grew suddenly serious and sincere “—probably my
best friend in the world, what with Flinn gone. I’d be honored if you’d tell me
more about yourself.”


            Braddoc
looked at Jo thoughtfully, trying to match his pony’s stride with her horse’s. He turned away and said slowly, “I told the truth
to the baroness when I said I’m not a mercenary, though I’d pretended to be
one. And I told Arteris at least a partial truth when I said my people were
interested in opening trade relations with Penhaligon.” Braddoc paused, as if
pondering what or how much he should say.


            “Go
on,” Jo urged.


            Braddoc
looked away from Jo and patted Onyx’s shaggy neck. Both the horse and pony were
still shedding their thick winter coats. Jo groomed Carsig twice daily in an
effort to remove the gelding’s thick hair.


            “I
. . . I’d prefer if you didn’t ask me any more of my past, Johauna,” the dwarf
said so quietly Jo had to lean toward him to hear. “I’ve said more than I
should, and anything more might compromise your position at the castle.”


            Jo blinked, feeling a mixture of
surprise, disappointment, and a little resentment. I thought we were friends,
she said to herself, then quelled the thought. We are friends, Jo reminded herself. If
Braddoc has something in his past he’d rather not share, so be it. Jo nodded
slowly and said, “I’ll respect your wishes for now, Braddoc, but you’ve done
the one impermissible thing around me: piqued my curiosity.” Jo smiled
roguishly. “I’m giving you fair warning. I intend to know’ all about this by
the return trip to the casde.”


            Braddoc
snorted but didn’t deign to comment.


            “Tell
me about your meeting with Flinn then,” Jo suggested. The dwarf was with his
band of supposed mercenaries then; surely he’ll let slip some clue about his
past, Jo told herself. And, besides, I’ll get to hear more about Flinn.


            “I’m
sure you’ve heard Flinn’s side of the tale,” Braddoc began, then
suddenly smiled. “I remember the first time I saw Flinn.” The dwarf laughed
aloud.


            “Yes?
Was it funny?” Jo asked quickly, excitement creeping over her, though her heart
shrank with grief and pain at the thought of Flinn. Jo had learned all the
tales of Flinn the Mighty and had become a fair storyteller as a result. But
she knew next to nothing about Flinn’s life after his fall. Braddoc hadn’t met
Flinn until then, and she was determined to draw as much of the dwarf’s
information as she could.


            Braddoc
laughed again and nodded his head. “Oh, yes!” he chortled. “My men and I were
at an inn in Rifllian— the Flickertail, if I remember correctly—having an ale,
minding our own business. In walked this tall, angry man. Flinn was just
spoiling for a fight that night.”


            “Did
you know it was him?” Jo asked, picturing the scene. She could see Fain Flinn’s tall, muscular form burst through the tavern
door, a door that held the weathered image of some unrecognizable bird. Flinn
would be grimacing, his eyes glowing like smoldering embers. He would snarl
some greeting to the innkeeper as he looked around. Braddoc and his men would
be in one corner of the tavern, peacefully minding their own business.


            “Oh,
we knew it was Flinn, all right,” Braddoc answered. “Everyone knew Flinn the
Mighty—newly Flinn the Fallen—by sight back then. People couldn’t help but stop
and stare at Flinn. Like I said, he was spoiling for a fight that night, but
all he really wanted was a plate of stew and an ale.”


            “What
happened when Flinn looked around the tavern?” Jo asked.


            “The
innkeeper asked him what he’d have, but Flinn only asked for water,” Braddoc
answered. “I knew he must be flat broke then, for it only cost half a copper
for a loaf of bread; Flinn obviously didn’t even have that.”


            “Then
what happened?” Jo asked. She was a little surprised by the dwarTs suddenly
loquacious manner, but she figured Braddoc hoped to distract her from asking
any more questions about his own past.


            The
dwarf laughed. “I said something sarcastic like, ‘That’s a fitting drink for a
man’—implying, of course, that Flinn wasn’t much of a man if he could only
drink water.” Braddoc chuckled again. He directed Onyx around a large frost
boil in the road and continued, “That was all it took. Flinn snapped. He leaped
at me, my men leaped between, and they beat each other up. Flinn put up a good
fight, but in the end it was him lying
on the floor looking up at us.”


            “Go
on,” urged Jo.


            “I looked down at Flinn, this man
I’d heard so much about in the last few weeks. I looked at him, and I thought:
This man hasn’t got a dishonorable bone in his body. And I held out my hand to
him,” Braddoc paused. “He didn’t take it immediately, but I think that’s
because his bruises were puffing up and obscuring his vision.”


            “He
finally took your hand?” Jo asked.


            “Aye,
he did,” Braddoc nodded. “I helped him up, dusted him off, and apologized for
my lot. Then I invited him to have a bit of food with me. We sat down then and
there and ate. We were friends from that moment on until the day he died.”


            Jo
said nothing, and the silence that fell was marred only by the trilling of
birds and rhythmic clopping of hooves.


            Braddoc
mused quietly for a few moments, then said, “Before
his disgrace, people followed him around, pestering him to take up their
causes. But he understood that. He knew he was their hero, and he knew they
looked up to him.” The dwarf shrugged, then shifted in
his saddle. “At the same time he was an intensely private man. Sometimes the
two sides of his life were difficult to reconcile.”


            “Surely
the people stopped dogging him after his fall?” Jo asked. She was getting to
know a side of Flinn she hadn’t considered before.


            “Well,
in one way, yes, and in one way no,” Braddoc answered readily. “Trouble is, the hero worship was replaced with a malice and cruelty.”


            “Is
that why Flinn was so angry the night you met?” Jo asked in sudden inspiration.


            Braddoc
nodded. “I’m sure of it. This was several months after his dismissal from the
order, understand. He’d been drifting, trying to find work, I’m sure. His reception
in Rifllian was probably typical: callow and brutish.” Braddoc shifted in the
saddle, his short legs obviously wearying of the ride.


            The
late afternoon sun was beginning to set. They topped the crest of a hill, and
Jo spied a cluster of towers rising above the tree
line a few little valleys away. They were nearing Castle Kelvin. She and
Braddoc would stop there for the night, then make for
Rifllian and Brisbois tomorrow morning. She pointed toward the towers and
asked, “How long to Kelvin, you think?”


            “Two
hours, maybe a little more,” Braddoc replied. He frowned at the clouds looming
from the south. “We might get some rain before then, though. Onyx seems better;
let’s pick up the pace.” The dwarf urged his pony into a canter, and Jo gave
Carsig the rein. The big gelding nickered and easily matched the pony’s stride.


            The
pair traveled in silence for the next hour. The road was smooth, and the
animals’ pace was swift, but the clouds proved faster still. It wasn’t long
before the once- clear sky turned dark and overcast. Distant rumbles of thunder
grew progressively louder and more sustained, and the clouds boiled black with rain.
Jo and Braddoc kept to the winding Duke’s Road, catching glimpses of Castle
Kelvin through the trees every now and then and hoping to reach it before the
clouds let loose.


            In
time, they rounded another curve of the road. Braddoc pointed at a walled gate
not five minutes’ ride away. “Ah, there’s Castle Kelvin now,” the dwarf said
eagerly. “They’ve got a fair-sized merchants’ quarters
here on the north side. We should be able to find a decent room for the night
and a place to stable the animals. Then we’ll get an early start in the morning
for Rifllian ”


            “I
hope Brisbois hasn’t left by the time we get there,” Jo said with an edge of
anxiety in her voice.


            “Doesn’t matter,” Braddoc replied
gruffly, guiding his pony around a large rock in the road. “In the inn room
tonight, we’ll use one of the abelaat stones to pinpoint him. Doesn’t matter where he goes, as long as we’ve got stones to spy on
him.”


            “No,”
Jo said quietly. She kept her eyes focused on a spot between Carsig’s ears.


            “We
can—” Braddoc continued, then abrupdy stopped. “What
did you say? Did you say no?”


            “Yes,
I did,” Jo said quietly, still staring at Carsig’s ears despite Braddoc’s
intent stare. “I said no. I will not use the crystals to find Brisbois.”


            “But
why?” the dwarf’s voice cracked an octave. “It makes perfect sense! We locate
Brisbois through the crystal and then corner him. We’ll know exactly where to
find him, and we can make sure he doesn’t escape!”


            “I
know,” Jo said even more quietly. She shook her head, her red braid flapping
forward. “But I won’t do it.”


            “Why?”
Braddoc demanded.


            Jo
glanced into the dwarf’s good eye, then back to the road. “Because Karleah says
she may be able to contact Flinn through the abelaat crystals . . . because
I’ve only got a few crystals left.” Jo’s voice rose, and her hands drew Carsig
s rein so tight the gelding was forced to carry his head too high. “Because I
want to use every one of those crystals to talk to Flinn—” Jo choked on her
words and clenched her teeth. The warm taste of blood reached her tongue, and
she realized she’d bitten the insides of her cheeks. She loosened her grip on
Carsig and bowed her head.


            She
could feel the dwarf’s gaze upon her, and she knew Braddoc wanted her to look
up at him. Jo ground her teeth. I can’t! I can’t! she
thought. As much as I want revenge on those who betrayed and murdered Flinn, I
want even more to talk to Flinn’s spirit. Jo knew, without question, that
Braddoc’s plan for the crystals was much more sound
than her own. Karleah Kunzay had told jo there would
be no guarantees, that the crystals would likely burst if she tried contacting
the dead.


            “Jo
. . .” Braddoc began, then stopped. He said slowly, “I
see we both have things we’d rather not talk about. Let’s leave it at that.”


            Long
moments passed, and Jo was roused from her misery by a sudden clap of thunder.
She looked up. Dark storm clouds filled the sky, wind tossed the trees about
them, and fat raindrops began to fall. Jo and Braddoc approached the gate to
Castle Kelvin, and Jo felt relieved that they wouldn’t sleep outdoors tonight.
I hope we find a stable and an inn soon, she thought. She glanced again at the
sky as a white-hot jag of lightning reached down from the cloud and clawed
through the forest, filling the air with roaring thunder.


            Jo
looked over at Braddoc and smiled tentatively. The dwarf looked the other way.
“Well,” Jo said in an attempt at levity, “looks like we timed our arrival just
right.” She held up her hands as the rain started coming down harder.


            The
dwarf snorted and refused to look at Jo. “Look for an inn. I’m hungry, and I
want a bath.”


 


            The
man leaned back in the rough wooden chair and took a draw of the bitter,
pungent ale in his mug. He rested one long, lanky leg on the corner of the
equally rustic table before him, then crossed his
other leg over the first. He surveyed the tips of his badly worn leather boots,
the maroon so faded as to be a nondescript brown. The once-silver buckles were
tarnished irreparably. He took another draw of ale, then
looked about the tavern.


            It
was the foulest establishment he’d ever been in, barring none. The room was
tiny; it housed only four tables, assorted chairs, and a short counter. A film
of smoke hung in the air, making the tavern seem even more cramped and closed
in. But the rain had started coming down hard, and he didn’t have a place to
stay tonight. The Elder Tavern seemed as likely a place as any to wait out the
storm.


            Besides,
he might be able to shake the youth who’d been following him the better part of
the day. He took another swallow of the bitter ale and grimaced.


            The
only other customers in the place were two old men. They were rolling and
smoking some filthy weed as they played a game of stones. The stench of the
smoke was overwhelming. Every now and then, one of the geezers would go into a
hacking cough and spit phlegm onto the floor. Although a layer of sawdust
covered the hard-packed dirt, the sawdust hadn’t been changed since the day it
had been laid out. Someone had added extra layers of sawdust and rushes
throughout the years, and the floor had developed a strange, rolling
appearance. One of the ancient men coughed again, this time spitting up blood
as well as mucus. From some dark corner a scraggly dog came out of the shadows,
wandered over to the bloody pile, and began snuffling.


            The
only woman in the place looked the man’s way and caught his eye. He gave her a
bold appraisal. Once truly a serving “girl,” the woman was now a little mature
for his tastes. She was also a trifle overblown, like a rose that had passed
its perfection. He met the woman’s eyes, and she smiled coyly. A little dimple
played in her plump cheek, and she swayed back and forth ever so slightly.


            It's been a while, he thought. Too long, in fact. He downed the rest of his ale and held up
his mug, an inviting leer creeping to his lips. The woman smiled back readily.
She slowly wiped her hands across her stained apron, pressing her short, fat
fingers into the cloth to outline her bodily curves. She winked and smiled once
more, then turned around seductively and picked up a small ale cask from behind
the bar.


            Come
on, come on! the man thought. I don’t want to be at
the courting stage all night. Suddenly his attention was captured by the sound
of the door scraping open and rain splashing on the threshold. Through the
obscuring haze of smoke, he saw someone enter and close the door. The two old
men never looked up from their game. The serving woman frowned, then put down the cask she’d picked up and began searching
for the cleanest tankard.


            He
watched the figure enter the tiny tavern room, hesitate, then walk toward him.
His eyes widened. It was the youth who’d been following him. Casually he moved
his hand to the knife at his belt.


            The
thin, dirty urchin held out a slip of paper and said, “Here, this is for you. I
was told to deliver it by a quarter of ten bells.” When the man made no move to
take the note, the boy placed it on the table. He turned around and, shying
away from the serving woman, left the tavern.


            The
man stared at the stained slip of paper, lying crumpled on the coarse table
before him. Should I? he wondered. How brave am I?


            The
woman retrieved the cask and walked over to the man, her hips swaying
languorously. He glared at her, and she stopped walking. Her beaming face fell
into lines of discontent and disillusion. The mans lip
curled into a sneer. Another five years for you, woman, and that expression you
wear will be habitual, he thought. Maybe three.


            He
turned his attention back to the paper, wondering if it could be magically
trapped. It was so blotched and sodden, so crumpled by the waif’s grip, that he
thought it unlikely. Gingerly, he reached out and picked up the paper. It was
folded into fourths. The man bent back the first fold and braced himself. He
half expected some sort of explosion, but nothing of the sort happened. He
stared at the paper and wondered if the next fold was trapped. If he hadn’t
been so damned curious, he might have never known.


            With
a cautious breath, he gently bent back the second fold. He winced as he did so
and closed his eyes. Still no explosion, no trap of any kind.
Using the surface of the table, he blindly smoothed the rough paper flat.
Drawing another deep breath, he opened his eyes.


            It
was a simple note, and not the scroll-casted spell he had feared.


 


            Come to the alley behind the rendering hall,
just after ten bells. There, I will meet you.


 


            The
note was signed with a sigil reminiscent of a wild bull’s horns. The man
snarled. Then somewhere, faintly, he heard the first chime marking ten bells.


 


            Waves
of searing heat passed through him, purging every tissue of his unearthly body.
Still his feet bore him across that place of flame,
still he kept his mirrorlike eyes on the Immortal that guided him. And in place
of the constant, dull thudding of his mortal heart, he felt the insistent words
resound and repeat in his breast: have
faith, have faith, have faith. . . .


            With
solid, reverent steps, Flinn followed on the heels of his patron, Diulanna. In
life she had been his inspiration, and he had followed her immortal path. Now,
in death, she led his soul across the tumbled, stony ground of this
netherworld, led him through the cleansing fire. He had seen visions of others
along the way, other Immortals he knew were the friends of his patron—Thor, the
Thunderer, and Odin, known as the All Father. They had saluted Flinn on the
path and he had saluted them back, remembering how he had called for their
blessings on the battlefield. Now he knew his call had been answered.


            It
would not be long before he reached his final destination. It would not be long
before he would again feel the earth of the mortal plane beneath his feet.


 












          Chapter VIII


 


              I tell
you, we’re lost,” grumbled Braddoc as he and Jo turned down yet another alley
in the town surrounding Castle Kelvin. “And I don’t know why we had to hostel
the animals at the stable instead of the inn. We wouldn’t have gotten lost like
this if we had—” Braddoc pulled his cape’s hood a little farther down his face
“—and we wouldn’t have gotten so soaked!”


            “We
aren’t lost,” Jo countered as she skirted a puddle and then stepped quickly
through a veil of dripping water to get under an overhang. The streets of
Kelvin were poorly lit in this part of town, and the late night and the rain
added to the gloom. Jo suppressed a shudder. They had found a reputable hostel
for Carsig and Onyx on the far side of Kelvin and then taken this shortcut back
to their inn. The buildings surrounding her and Braddoc had deteriorated from
pleasant, well-kept establishments to progressively harsher and seedier hovels.
Gone were brightly painted signs proclaiming a business’s name.
Many of these buildings looked abandoned, and only one
in every four or so boasted a number or name.


            The smoke-darkened windows of the
district glowed with only faint glimmers of candlelight, if any light at all.
Jo felt fear grow inside her as the number of windows with candles decreased
until the streets were utterly dark. She stretched her long legs a little more,
hoping to find their way back faster. She tried to keep under roof overhangs as
best she could. Braddoc followed close behind her, and she felt a measure of
comfort at the dwarf’s presence and low, continuous grumbles. Suddenly she stopped
and gave him a brief hug, to his consternation. “I know how cities are laid
out,” Jo said reassuringly. “We re going to get back to the
inn quicker this way. Trust me.”


            Tower
chimes rang ten bells, their peals sounding tinny and hollow in this forsaken
side of town. Jo wished they were back in the snug little inn Sir Graybow had
recommended to them. She wanted to be clean and dry and sipping honey wine
before a roaring fire.


            Just
beyond the glow of the next street lamp, Jo saw someone moving—the first living soul they’d seen for a
long while. The mans shoulders were hunched over, and
he was hurrying. Jo wondered if Kelvin had a curfew and whether they enforced
it. She grimaced. Specularum had a curfew for the part of the city Jo had lived
in. Of course, Jo thought wryly, no one willingly entered the slums to make
certain it was kept.


            “The
inn’s stable wasn’t all that bad, Johauna,” the dwarf said suddenly, perhaps to
break the gloomy silence that had fallen on the pair.


            Jo
was grateful for the chance to talk. Kelvin was beginning to spook her. “Wasn’t
that bad?” she exclaimed nervously. “Why, did you see what was in that one
nag’s stall? Did you?”


            As
they crossed a street, the dwarf’s good eye whirled white in the light of a
shuttered street lamp. “No . . .” he murmured.


            Jo nodded vigorously. “It’s a good
thing you didn’t, Braddoc. You would have been appalled. There was barely a
fistful of corn mixed in with rice—rice,
mind you! That’s no way to feed a fine challenger like that. The rice’ll expand
and give him colic if his owner runs him hard tomorrow.”


            “You
called the stallion a nag a moment ago,” Braddoc said. An undercurrent of humor
laced his words, and Jo spotted a gentle smile on his lips.


            “Well,
the horse will be a nag after a night
in that stable,” Jo retorted. “Either the rice or the sea hay the innkeeper put
down for bedding—” Jo sniffed and then almost gagged. They were nearing a
rendering hall. The smell of processed fat, entrails, and rotting animal parts
rose in the wet air. Jo hurried her pace still more.


            “Even
so, you might have let us stable the animals there—we could have taken care of
them ourselves, you know,” Braddoc rumbled. The dwarf stepped into a
deceptively small puddle and sank suddenly up to his knee. He jumped out
quickly and cursed under his breath. He shook his wet leg and swore once more.


            “What?
And have that place charge us three times as much as an honest hostel would?”
Jo demanded. She touched the knot of coins in her belt pouch, which she had
securely fastened and concealed in the small of her back. She had caught many a
cutpurses’ act in Specu- larum. The young woman shook her head vehemently. “I’m
not going to spend Sir Graybow’s money by throwing it out the window at an inn
like that—”


            Sudden shouts, accompanied by the clang of steel on steel,
interrupted Jo. She and the dwarf stopped abruptly, their hands leaping
to their weapons; Jo was thankful she and Braddoc had stopped short of the
lamplight. The sounds came from some distance away, though how far was
difficult to say with the muffling rain. The shouts seemed to be coming from a
dark alley. Jo wrinkled her nose. Next to the rendering hall, of course, she
thought. She looked at Braddoc, who fixed his good eye on her and shrugged.


            Sure,
Braddoc, leave the decision up to me! she thought with
a touch of dismay. Jo loosened one of the two tabs holding Wyrmblight into
place. Her bow was back at the inn, but she also had her knife if the fight
were in quarters too tight for Wyrmblight. The Immortals know I haven’t
mastered use of the great sword yet, Jo thought wryly, but maybe the thugs’ll
be scared by it and back off.


            It
was then that Jo knew what she was going to do. Her first impulse had been to
run, to leave the hapless person to his or her problems. But that was a reflex
she’d learned from the streets of Specularum. She was a
squire now’ in the Order of the Three Suns. No, Jo thought firmly as she
unleashed Wyrmblight. Briefly her finger stroked the blade’s sigils, and she
thought: The path to righteousness, to the Quadrivial, lies down that alley.
She touched Braddoc’s shoulder and pointed for him to take the left. Jo slid
toward the right, keeping her back to the wall of the rendering hall.


            Little
light filtered through the rainy gloom into the alley. Fortunately, the way was
clear of debris. Jo sidled down the alley, her fingers touching the coarse
saw-cut boards of the building behind her for reassurance. She could just make
out Braddoc’s form less than five steps away. His battle-axe glinted once or
twice. A faint light spilled into the alley from around the back corner of the rendering
hall, and Jo and Braddoc stopped just short of the light.


            From around the corner came shouts,
curses, and cries of pain mingled with the sounds of clashing weapons and
armor. Jo paused, trying not to breathe the foul air. She wiped a few dripping
strands of hair from her face and wished the rain would stop. Jo was close
enough to make out words, and she heard one man yell, “Scurvy dog—!” before the
sickening thud of a club against flesh cut the words short. His curse ended in
a cry of distress. Jo waved her hand at Braddoc, and then she and the dwarf
stepped around the corner and into the light.


            The
tableau that met Jo’s eyes was one she had seen many times in Specularum. Three
men surrounded a fourth. They were one of two things. Thieves?
she thought quickly No, not in this part of
town—nothing to steal. Thugs then—thugs sent to do some sort of “persuasion.”


            The
man in the center had fallen to his knees and was doubled over in pain. His
sword lay in the slick mud, rain splattering down upon it and burying it. He
reached out to grab it. One of the other men—a big, burly brute of a man, naked
from the waist up—hit the injured man’s hand with a cudgel; Jo thought the
beast was half ogre. The wounded man screamed, and the two other men
surrounding him raised their weapons. One carried a heavy, ironbound staff,
while the other had a sword.


            Jo
and Braddoc charged forward. Jo drew Wyrmblight in a flashing arc over her head
and shouted shrilly toward the half-ogre, “Come on, you mole-brained monster!”
Braddoc meanwhile positioned himself between the injured man and the two human
thugs. One of them pushed the other and yelled, “Run!” He leaped away, but tripped
on the injured mans sword and sprawled to the muddy ground.


            The other ruffian jumped toward his
comrade, warding Braddoc away with his brandished sword. The dwarf’s teeth
gleamed fiercely as he stepped nearer to the sword’s tip. Scrambling to get up,
the fallen thug ran headlong from the scene as his comrade swung his sword to
engage the dwarf. Braddoc attacked, smashing the sword back with a solid swing
of his axe and following through with a jab to the belly. The man stumbled
backward a pace before returning the blow, his teeth gritted in a grim smile.
Braddoc narrowly deflected the sword with the head of his axe and fell back to
regroup, his hands stinging. He was just deciding to swing low for the bandit’s
vulnerable legs when he ran briefly against the half-ogre’s tree- trunk calf.


            Looking
up, Braddoc saw with a startled gasp that Jo was swinging Wyrmblight in a
horizontal arc toward the half-ogre’s exposed belly. But the beast man was more
nimble than he looked. In one quick motion, the half- ogre backed up and kicked
the dwarf away from his foot as though he were kicking a small dog. As Braddoc
crashed into a pile of crates on the opposite side of the alley, the tip of
Wyrmblight cut shallowly into the half-ogre’s fleshy stomach. Ignoring the
gash, the nearly naked monster stepped toward Jo. He was close to eight feet
tall and covered with coarse, wiry hair. Golden hoops dangled from his nose and
ears. He snarled, and short tusks gleamed in the lamplight.


            The
half-ogre swung the cudgel and almost caught Jo across the jaw. She ducked just
in time, nearly falling on the slick mud of the alley. The rain seemed to be
tapering off, and she hoped that would prove a blessing. The brute is fast, she
thought as she spun away from a second blow. So much for tales of slow, stupid
ogres!


            Catching a foothold on the slick
cobbles, Jo swung Wyrmblight in a high, overhand arc. Again, the ogre stepped
back to avoid the blow, but Jo had anticipated that. The razor-sharp tip of the
sword dug easily into the top of the bulging belly and exited underneath. Blood
spurted from the wound and hit Jo. A sudden wave of sick excitement swept over
her, and she wanted to strike the ogre again. She felt momentarily repulsed at
her own blood-lust, then pushed the thought aside. She
swung Wyrmblight horizontally, aiming to split the brute’s belly with one blow.


            The
half-ogre’s cudgel landed squarely against her stomach, and a wheezing groan
escaped Jo’s lips. The stroke had sneaked past her guard and underneath her own
stroke. Jo stumbled backward, feeling a pain in her side as she tried
desperately to draw a breath. The rasping inhalation told her that her ribs
were only bruised, not broken. Gamely, she held Wyrmblight before her, one hand
on the pommel, the other clutching the blade in the center. Her eyes blinked
rapidly, trying to see in the falling rain.


              The
brute stepped toward Jo and raised his cudgel. Jo gasped another breath and
clutched the sword hilt with both hands, preparing for the blow. The cudgel
came crashing down, catching the razor edge of Wyrmblight. The force
reverberated through the sword, into Jos hands, and on through her arms. In
pain, Jo crumpled to her knees. If she’d had breath to spare, she would have
screamed.


            The
half-ogre brought the cudgel up over his head, preparing the same blow to smash
his adversary into the paving stones. He raised his hairy arms high overhead,
and his bulging, bleeding belly shook. I can’t survive another blow like the
last one, Jo thought in desperation.


            She drew Wyrmblight s pommel
downward and flipped the tip up. The half-ogre’s arms began to descend, the
cudgel following. Jo grabbed Wyrmblight by the middle of the blade and thrust
upward awkwardly. The blade’s tip caught the half-ogre’s belly and punctured
through the exposed flesh. Jo stood and used the force of her body to thrust
upward, twisting Wyrmblight as she rose. “For Flinn!” she muttered through
bared teeth.


            With
a growling shriek, the half-ogre dropped his club, which glanced off Jo’s
shoulder. He s taggered backward. Jo held on to
Wyrmblight and watched in sudden, vicious satisfaction as the half-ogre’s
entrails stuck to the sword. The massive creature rolled unevenly to the ground
and was still.


            As
she tugged Wyrmblight free from the viscera, Jo saw Braddoc Briarblood charge
the remaining thug, the corner section of a crate still clinging raggedly to
the dwarf’s shoulder. Braddoc’s battle-axe flashed, cleaving squarely into his
adversary’s elbow. Jo watched in morbid fascination as the forearm dangled from
a bit of sinew before dropping with a thud to the muddy ground. The man blinked
once, stupidly, then collapsed. Braddoc stepped
forward and touched the thug’s neck. Satisfied that he sensed no pulse, the
dwarf turned to Jo.


            “Are
you all right?” Braddoc asked matter-of-facdy.


            Jo
coughed a little and drew her breath. “Yes,” she said, though her breath was
labored. She leaned against Wyrmblight and stood a little straighten Her breathing grew easier, and she looked past the half-ogre.


            The
thug who had been fighting Braddoc lay facedown in a puddle of bloody water,
his sword beneath him. Jo blinked, aware that the rain had finally stopped. At
least we won’t have that to contend with on our way back to the inn, she
thought tiredly. She turned her attention to the injured man she and Braddoc
had rescued.


            The
man groaned and touched his bruised face. Jo put her hand on Braddoc’s shoulder
for support, and the pair approached cautiously. The man struggled to his feet,
holding his bleeding head. “Thank you,” he said in a voice hoarse with pain. “I
don’t know what I’d’ve done . . .”


            As
the man’s face turned to the light, Jo’s eyes went wide. It’s him! she thought wildly. He’s shaved the moustache and goatee,
but it’s him! What’s he doing in Kelvin? He’s supposed to be in Rifllian! Jo
knew the answer even as she finished the thought: The tiny village hadn’t
offered enough interest to a lecherous miscreant like him. The pain in her side
throbbed, a roar filled her ears and drowned out the rest of Brisbois’s words,
and Jo clenched her teeth.


            She
stepped defiantly toward him and spat, “You!” Her eyes flashed in rage. She let
the man stare at her, let recognition dawn slowly in his hazel eyes, before her
hand flew out, slapping him brutally across the face.


 


            The
old she-wolf moved through the thick evergreens, soft now with spring growth.
The branches were gentle on her scarred black hide, which was thin with the
loss of her winter pelt. She bent her head to the ground, every now and then
snuffling the wet needles. She whined, then continued
her search.


            Karleah
Kunzay pricked her ears at a minute noise, a noise she would never have heard
in human form. A rabbit, her wolf senses informed her. She lifted her head and
scented the air, casting about for the rabbit s location. A moment later she
pinpointed its whereabouts; she focused her golden eyes on the underbrush
before her.


            Ah,
there it is! Her wolf lips curled, rippling over canines still white and sharp.
She lunged, and the chase was on. The cottontail, fat with spring food, dodged
beneath a branch and scampered for denser cover. The wolf leaped the branch
with no space to spare, conserving precious energy, and dived after the rabbit.


            The
cottontail veered to the left, and the old wolf smiled. A young one, she
thought, and none too smart. A wilier rabbit would have headed right, toward
the thorn bushes. This one had chosen the bottom lands near the stream. The
wolf whined and panted as she raced after the rabbit. She’d catch it near the
stream, for the undergrowth there was sparse and would offer little cover.


            The
rabbit broke through to open ground and squealed in fright. In a single bound
the wolf caught up to her prey. She extended her jaws, her lips drawn back in a
snarl. The young cottontail paused, trembling, for a moment, then
kicked out with its strong back legs. The blow met the wolf squarely in the
face, and Karleah rolled off balance into the soft spring earth.


            She
gained her feet and lunged toward the rabbit. Instantly the cottontail fled
toward the stream, and the wolf snarled. Another mistake! thought
Karleah. The young rabbit should have retreated to the dense brush. The old
wolf leaped after the rabbit. The cottontail zigged and zagged, squealing in
fear, but to no avail. The she- wolfsjaws snapped down on the soft flesh.


            “Ouch!
Karleah, that hurts!” The words came out in a funny, strangled hybrid of rabbit
and Common. The wolf relaxed her powerful jaws and dropped the transforming
Dayin Kine to the ground. His long ears shrank, his body grew, and his soft fur
disappeared and was replaced by naked skin. Brown rabbit eyes gave way to the
summer- sky blue irises of a young and innocent boy. He blinked and looked up
at the wolf standing above him; the wolf panted heavily, her saliva dripping
onto the boys skin. He wiped it off hastily and made a
face. “I hate it when you do that!” he complained.


            The
wolf sat down. Karleah looked at Dayin through her golden eyes, and her wolfish
appetite whispered what a morsel the eleven-year-old boy would make. But she
calmly ignored the lupine cravings.


            “What’d
you think, Karleah?” Dayin asked brightly. “Did I do good?
It took you longer this time to catch me”


            Karleah
whined and prepared to speak. She had spent years learning how to contort her
lips, tongue, and vocal cords in order to speak Common while in wolf form. She
said slowly, painfully, “Better, yes, boy, but . . . still bad.” The wolf
whined again and licked her lips, striving for control. “Could
have . . . killed you.”


            Dayin
sat up and threw his arms around the old she- wolf. “Oh, Karleah!” he cried.
“You’d never hurt me!” He ruffled the wolf’s black fur and added, “Besides,
I’ve got one of my spells back, and I would have used it on you. See?” The boy
threw his hands up in the air, and a brace of white doves suddenly appeared
above his head. They fluttered away to a nearby branch and peered down at the
boy and wolf. He added happily, “And I get birds now, and not feathers. I never
knew how to do my spells right until you showed me.”


            The
wolf growled low, then let out a series of barks.


            Dayin watched Karleah closely,
trying to fathom the wolf language. He said, “I think I understand, Karleah.
You want to know about my spell returning, right?”


            “And
. . . when,” the wolf choked out the words in Common. Her tongue stuck, and it
was a moment before Karleah could straighten it.


            The
boy lightly stroked Karleah s fur and then said, “It was either yesterday or
the day before when I tried the spell again. You know how you asked me to try
my failed spells several times a day?”


            The
old wolf nodded, and Karleah’s mind drifted for a moment. It had been
terrifying to discover at the dragon’s lair that much of her spell-casting
ability had been drawn away, and even more frightening that it hadn’t returned
by the time they’d reached the castle. The discovery of Dayin s inability to
cast the only two spells he knew—producing doves or roses from thin air—had
somewhat mollified Karleah. She’d begun to fear she’d grown too old for
spell-casting.


            In
the sanctity of her valley, Karleah’s ability to change into a wolf was the
first power to return, as though its magic was somehow more deeply rooted in
her being than the memorized spells she had lost. The return of that one
ability almost made up for the loss of most of her other magical powers. Unable
to teach Dayin anything other than the rudiments of magic, she concentrated on
teaching him how to change into an animal, a power that could only be learned
for a single animal. The wolf shook her head. Why the boy had chosen a rabbit
to be the only animal he could transform into, she didn’t know. Her wolf half
reminded her that Dayin’s choice had its advantages, and Karleah recalled the
taste of rabbit hair. She whined a little.


            “Well, I tried and tried and tried,”
Dayin answered. “And one day it just worked.” The boys face went blank with
concentration, and then he threw up his hands a second time, this time clapping
them. A shower of rose petals of all colors rained down on the boy and the
wolf.


            “’mpressive,”
the wolf said low.


            Dayin
shook his head. “I never get this spell right. I did this for Jo back in
Flinn’s cabin. Wanted whole flowers but all I got then was petals, too.” He
distractedly rubbed his arm.


            The
wolf, attracted by the boys movement, instinctively
sniffed at the inside of Dayin s elbow. Her lips curled back, and her cold nose
nudged the boy, searching for his other elbow. Dayin, brow furrowing, let her
sniff his other arm. Through her golden eyes Karleah saw for the first time the
tiny, circular scars marking the boy’s skin, scars several years old. Her
sensitive wolFs nose quivered at the strange,
lingering odor of the inner elbow’s skin. The she-wolf growled and backed away,
the hairs on her shoulders standing on end.


            “Karleah?” Dayin cried. “What’s wrong?”


            “Dress,”
the wolf said. “Return . . . home, now.” The black she-wolf turned and slipped
away into the long- needled pines surrounding her. There was not even a whisper
of noise to mark her passing.


            The
wolf loped through the trees populating Karleah’s valley. She wandered her
territorial range, stopping now and then to leave her scent. She had to work
off a little of the terrible excitement that had gripped her at the sight of
the boy’s scars. An answer to what had stolen her magic was beginning to fall
into place, to congeal in her mind, but she was still missing some vital clue
to complete the explanation. The she-wolf whined in impatience as she continued
her roaming. The answer was there, if she could only find it! Finally, footsore
and weary—forgetful of the hunger that had gripped her—she headed back into the
valley that sheltered her home.


            Her
wolf paws rustled through the evergreen vail vine, a creeping plant that
provided Karleah’s valley with its first line of defense. Would-be trespassers
were caught by the tenacious vines, which telepathically transmitted images of
the captives’ lives to Karleah. Flinn, Jo, Braddoc, and Dayin had all entered
her valley last winter. Even in winter the vines had yielded complete
information of everyone— except Jo, whose blood had been tainted by that of the
abelaat. The wolf growled low, sensing a piece of her puzzle before her.


            The
old wolf stopped, scratched her ear, and yawned. Think! The answer’s here, she
admonished herself. Jo had been bitten by an abelaat, a beast from another
world. Karleah mused. There was a certain advantage to living through such an
attack: the poison in the creature’s saliva rendered the person immune to most
forms of scrying or other magical detection. The vail vines hadn’t registered
Jo’s presence because, to them, she wasn’t even there.


            Knowing
she was on the verge of discovering the final clue, Karleah moved on, her paws
rustling through the vines. She stopped suddenly. Her wolf brows wrinkled in a
semblance of a human frown. The vines, she thought, why, the vines told me
nothing of Dayin, either!


            The
wolf leaped forward, intent on reaching home. She entered the thick grove of
pines that surrounded her cabin. The web of magic she had long ago spun in
these woods still remained strong, enfolding her house in otherworldly shrouds
of darkness and silence. As she plunged into the magically warded woods, the
spells took effect; Karleah was suddenly lost in a world without sight or
sound. As often as she had passed through this enchanted grove, Karleah was
still troubled and dizzied by the black silence. She sympathized with
first-time visitors to her home. Only through long practice could she now cut
straight through the grove to her cottage without getting trapped by the
magicks; those who stumbled into the woods uninvited wandered about in endless,
panicked circles, unable to find a way out. Some few, truly despicable folk,
had actually starved in that small woodland.


            The
old she-wolf emerged from the inky region of the pines into a bright, sunlit
glade. There her home stood, a cottage built of stone with a thatched roof and
two tiny windows. The door was open and waiting in welcome.


            Karleah
willed herself to shapechange. Her arms and legs grew longer, the wolf hair
dropping to the forest floor and disappearing with a slight snap. Her tail
disappeared. Her muzzle shortened while simultaneously her head grew rounder
and took on a human cast. She took a step forward on what had been her
forepaws, and almost fell over. Karleah looked down at her human hands and
frowned. “I hate when that happens,” she grumbled.


            Beside
the door, she had left her shapeless gray shift, which was ornamented with
basswood twigs. She pulled it over her ancient, shriveled body, then picked up the staff she’d left behind as well. She
never worried about the possibility of it coming to harm in her valley. There
were wards aplenty to keep out those who might lust after such a staff of
power. “Not that anyone’d want you now,” Karleah grumbled aloud to the staff,
“since you seem virtually useless.” She ran her fingers across the smooth wood,
noticing that only a few faint runes remained on the aged surface of the staff.


            Dayin came and stood in the doorway.
He looked at the wizardess, expecting her to repeat the comment she’d made
almost every day since returning to the valley. She didn’t disappoint him.


            “Look
at this!” she croaked, holding out the beautifully carved oak staff. It was
appointed with plain bronze bands, which bound its ends. Dayin moved closer,
hoping to see that some of the thin runes had reappeared in the staff’s wood,
but fearing that more had disappeared. Karleah had quite a number of spells
stored thus in the staff—or she had before escaping Verdilith’s lair.


            “Look
at this!” she said again, waving the staff. “It barely radiates any magic! It’s
still drained! If you’ve gotten your spells back, you’d think my staff
would’ve, too!” The old woman complained bitterly.


            “How
about your personal spells?” Dayin asked. He took Karleah’s arm and helped her
enter the small cabin, The old woman leaned her staff
against the rough-hewn table that stood to the left of the door and snatched up
a charm that lay on a bench beside it. Plodding distractedly forward, she sat
down in her rocker, the only comfortable piece of furniture in the cramped
confines, and set her feet on another bench. The fire had fallen to embers in
the fireplace, but the room was plenty warm. The old wiz- ardess’s eyes traced
longingly over the pots, jars, and pouches that cluttered the mande, and the sheaves of herbs dried hanging from the
rafters overhead.


            “No,
not a one of my spells has come back,” she said sadly, rubbing the charm
between aged fingers. “I suppose I’m more an herbalist than a mage anymore”


            “But
I was drained, too,” Dayin offered, “and now I’m back to fine.” He handed the
old wizardess a cup of tea and then sat down at her feet.


            “Yes, and I think I know why, too,”
Karleah rejoined. “Dayin, roll up your sleeve and hold out your arm. I want to
look at those scars again.” The boy silently complied, and Karleah stroked his
tender skin with her gnarled, bony fingers. She grunted. “These scars are old.
Do you remember how you got them?”


            Dayin
shook his head. “No, I didn’t even know I had them.” He touched his skin and
peered at the pale spots. “But what’ve these to do with your spells?” he asked
curiously.


            Karleah
leaned back and looked at the boy. Once you would have asked that with fear and
impatience, she thought. It’s good to see that you are becoming more
courageous, more self-assured. She leaned forward and ruffled his hair.


            “Tell
me about your father, Dayin,” Karleah countered. “Tell me all that you remember
about his making the abelaat crystals. You thought he died in an explosion,
didn’t you?”


            “Yeah—at
least he disappeared then,” Dayin said with a shrug. The boy’s eyes were
distant and blank, as though he were once again viewing the events of the time,
but from a safe distance. “There was an explosion, yes, and it ruined our
tower. Then my fath—the man disappeared. I searched and waited, but he never
showed up.” Again the shrug. “Of course I thought he
was dead . . . and to me he is. When he changed his name to Teryl Auroch, when
he became an evil wizard, my father died.” Dayin’s blue eyes gazed squarely at
Karleah, and she saw deep hurt lingering behind the blankness there.


            Karleah
pulled the boy into her thin arms. She gave him a swift hug, then
pushed him away. “There’s work to be done, boy,” she said huskily, “and no time
for that.” She leaned back in the rocker. “Now. Tell
me about the crystals.”


            The boy frowned. “That was such a
long time ago, Karleah. I’ve told you all I remember,” he said. “Can’t you use
that vail-vine charm on me to find out? You know, the one you told me about
that makes people tell the truth?” He looked at the wizardess.


            Karleah
rested her elbows on her knees and put her chin on her cupped palms. She’d made
a vail-vine charm hundreds of years ago, back in the days when she constructed
magical things. Maybe it was still around. Without a word, Karleah stood and
began rifling through the shelves and cabinets that lined the walls of her
cabin.


            She
remembered the amulet because she’d crafted it with such care. She’d arranged
three vail-vine leaves, cast them in copper, and then enshrined the leaves
inside the pale heart of the original vail-vine mother plant. Over the years,
she’d brushed the charm with a mixture concocted of concentrated vail-vine fluid,
other powerful truth serums, and substances she’d long since forgotten. The
mother vail vine eventually encased the amulet with woody plant growth, and
Karleah had all but forgotten about it. Then, one day, she’d come across a
strange, tuberous growth on the vine. She removed it, and inside found the
charm, now the essence of a vail vine’s power. But the amulet was attained at a
cost; the mother vine died.


            Karleah
snapped her fingers and reached for a round wooden hatbox stored on top of her
hutch. She pulled the box down, then hesitated. With
trembling fingers she lightly stroked the still-elegant moire satin that lined
the outside of the box. The color had faded from a rich plum to a nondescript
gray. Karleah muttered to herself, “Stop acting like a doe-eyed fawn. That was
years ago. Memories of him can’t hurt you.”


            “Who, Karleah?” Dayin asked. He came and stood beside the
wizardess as she set the box on the table.


            Karleah
ignored the boy. She took off the box’s cover. Inside was a tissue-thin,
patterned cloth. The wizardess pulled back the material to reveal a round hat
of white velvet. Above its tiny brim was wrapped a feather of exquisite azure
beauty. A multifaceted diamond graced one side.


            Dayin
caught his breath in awe. “Is it . . . magical?” he asked breathlessly.


            Karleah
snorted. “Not hardly,” she answered crisply, “and
that’s what makes it all the more special.” She reverently set the hat aside,
then reached into the box and pulled out the remaining item. It was the
vail-vine amulet. Karleah eyed its tarnished leaves, its once shiny copper now
covered with a dull green patina. The gold chain it hung from had fared better,
for it still shone. She smiled and said, “Well, the green’s more appropriate
for a vine amulet anyway.”


            Dayin
squinted in concentration. “What does it do? And what do I do?”


            “Nothing,”
the old woman said. She placed the chain over the boy’s head and then looked
into Dayin’s eyes. “You have a choice, child,” she said slowly. She pointed to
the first leaf. “If I stroke this first leaf, you and I together will see what
I wish to know. At least I hope so. My charm may not be strong enough.”


            Karleah
pointed to the middle leaf. “If I touch this leaf,


            I
will discover what I wish to know without your reliving the incident. And the
third leaf will reveal information to me of someone nearby—without their
knowing.” Karleah paused and looked at the amulet. “At least I think that’s how
it went; I’m not sure any more.” She shrugged and said, “Quite a clever piece
of work, if I do say so myself. Which will it be, boy? Do you want to remember
what I wish to discover, or would you prefer to be untouched by all this?”


            The
boys eyes grew wide with fear and confusion. “If ...
if I don’t have to know whats going on, I’d like that, please,” he said, his
voice quavering. Then his lips puckered. He said quietly, “I know that’s not
very brave of me—


            Karleah
nodded and cut Dayin off, saying, “All right, child, I understand. Perhaps
that’d be for the best. I have my doubts if the charm has any power anyway.
Even if it did, it might not even work—I’ve never used it before. Just stand there, and the charm’ll do the rest.” Karleah began to
slowly stroke the central verdigris leaf. She looked into Dayin’s eyes and let
her mind open up. Channeling her thoughts through the amulet, she gently eased
Dayin’s mind open as well.


            The
old woman had a sneaking suspicion about what had caused Dayin’s scars, and she
wasn’t surprised when her charm met resistance in the boy’s blood. Karleah’s
wrinkles deepened, and the lines about her mouth puckered into a grimace. Her
suspicions were growing stronger, but she wanted proof—absolute proof. She
reached farther into Dayin’s psyche, using the amulet to probe more
specifically and perhaps bypass the toxin in the boys
blood that clouded her scrying.


            Karleah
stared deeply into Dayin’s blue eyes, unaware that her own black ones almost
sank into the folds of her face. The memory she wanted lay there, just beyond
her reach. She struggled to grasp it, her mind carefully pushing past the veils
of thought. Her eyes locked mercilessly with his, and her finger continued to
stroke the center leaf of the charm. With a controlled sigh, she began also to
stroke the first leaf. She needed the boys help.


            Pain
exploded inside Karleah’s mind. Pain from a giant,
eight-fanged maw biting into a child’s tender arm. Pain
from the searing track of poisonous spittle, coursing through a small body.
Karleah stepped backward, unable to bear the agony of the piercing fangs any longer.
She dropped heavily into her chair and looked up at the boy.


            Dayin’s
face was devoid of color, as if his very blood had been drained away. His eyes
stared blankly like huge saucers, wide and brimming with pain. Karleah inwardly
rebuked herself for forcing the experience on the boy. She opened her mouth to
say something, but Dayin spoke up.


            His
voice was barely a whisper. “My—my father . . .” Dayin stuttered, “he brought
in that creature and let it . . . let it feed off me, didn’t he?” Dayin’s eyes
blinked blearily, and he rubbed his arms. “And he—he made crystals with my
blood. Crystals for him to see through. And—and he kept healing me, so that he
could make more crystals. He—he healed me with herbs . . . the same herbs he
gave to Flinn to heal Jo. I never knew how I knew. . . .” The boy began to
shake.


            Karleah
took Dayin in her arms. There was nothing she could say, nothing she could feel
but horror and compassion.


 












          Chapter IX


 


              I tell
you, I’m innocent!” Brisbois yelled.


            He
wiped the blood from his lip with the back of his hand and glared at Johauna
Menhir, standing before him. The man swayed and almost slipped on the wet
ground, and Jo tensed. Fall! she thought viciously.
Fall so I can kick you! Brisbois held his left arm awkwardly to his side and
said hoarsely, “I had nothing to do with—”


            “Liar!” Jo shouted and slapped his battered face again. This
time he did fall to the slick ground. She lifted her foot to crush his hand.


            “Ease
off, Johauna,” the dwarf said, pulling her aside. “The mans
hurt.”


            Jo
rounded on Braddoc. She grabbed the dwarfs shoulder and shook him as hard as
her bruised ribs would allow. “How can you say that, Braddoc? This man agreed
to be Flinn s bondsman, then attacked us! He—”


            Braddoc
gripped Jos arm. His fingers tightened so hard that Jo cried out in pain. “He didn’t attack us—Auroch did!”
Braddoc said intently.


            Jo
wrenched her arm free, her eyes blazing at the dwarf.


            An ugly sneer distorted her lips.
“He stood by while we all battled Auroch’s tornado of fire! What more do you
want?” her voice rose shrilly. Jo started to tremble, but clenched her teeth
and forced the impulse down.


            Braddoc
put his hands on her arms and forced her to look at him. He murmured, “Johauna
. . . killing Brisbois isn’t going to bring back Flinn.”


            Jo
choked back a sob. Her eyes blinked rapidly. I will not cry! I . . . wdll . . .
not! she
thought harshly. Image after image of Flinn flooded her mind. She saw again the
icy street of By water on the day she’d heard the
children taunting Flinn, “Flinn the Fallen! Flinn the Fool!”
She saw the lines of pain in his darkened face as he haltingly told her of his
fall from grace. She saw the glory that shone brightly in his eyes when he was
reunited with Wyrmblight. She saw his crimson, crumpled form, couched in a well
of bloody snow.


            Stepping
backward, Jo held up her hand and shook her head. She looked from Braddoc to
Brisbois, lying on the ground, and she fought down the urge to kick the man.
Her heart filled with hate. “I say we kill him,” she hissed. “I’ll tell Sir
Graybow we couldn’t find him—”


            “I
tell you. I’m innocent!” Brisbois interrupted hoarsely, a touch of fear behind
the bravado. One side of his face was swollen almost beyond recognition. He
shifted, struggling to rise from the mire, then winced
as his left arm dangled awkwardly. “I didn’t attack Auroch in the castle
because I knew it wouldn’t do any good! I—”


            “Quiet, cur!” Jo fell to her knees beside Brisbois and held
up her hand menacingly. She ignored the stabbing ache in her side. Her ribs
would heal; her heart would not.


            “Let
him speak, Johauna!” Braddoc barked suddenly. Jo turned to him and opened her
mouth to put the dwarf in his place, but Braddoc said tightly, “Think a moment
what you’re doing here, Johauna. Think! Sir Graybow trusted you to carry out a
mission of retrieval, not vengeance. If you kill him now—whether he deserves it
or not—you’ll be betraying your oath to the baroness . . . and to Graybow!”


            Johauna
stood slowly and ruthlessly quelled the remorse his words inspired. She poked
Braddoc’s chest and said angrily, “Yow think for a moment who falsely accused
Flinn, who goaded those knights to drag him down and beat him. Think?”


            Braddoc
seized Jo’s hand and gripped it against his chest. In the faint lamplight that
illuminated the back of the rendering hall, he stared at Jo. His white eye
gleamed, and for one awful moment Jo wondered what he could see with it. “Listen to me!” the dwarf said urgently.
“Verdilith was behind all that—”


            Jo
rebuked, “Brisbois denies being charmed by the dragon! He says—”


            “If
Verdilith could charm Flinn’s own wife into defaming Flinn, he could certainly
charm Brisbois into doing the same,” Braddoc said as he released Jo’s hand. The
squire took a step back.


            “Yeah?”
she said, angrily rubbing her hand. “So what’s your point?” Little flecks of
spittle accompanied her last word.


            Braddoc
rubbed his beard. “My point—” he began.


            Jo
shook her head and made a chopping motion with her hand. “He betrayed Flinn!” she interrupted the
dwarf. “He gave his word as bondsman to Flinn that he would act in his behalf
for one year!” Jo stalked over to Brisbois, still lying on the ground. In one
swift gesture, she grabbed his clothing and yanked him to his feet. Her hands
clutched his collar, and her gray eyes flashed at him. “And the first chance
you had, you escaped with your friend Teryl Auroch! No serving as bondsman for
you!” She released him roughly, backed a step away, and spat at the knight’s
feet, hoping to trigger a fight.


            Through
puffy eyes Brisbois glared back at the young woman, ignoring the spittle.
“That’s where you’re wrong.” He ground the words out reluctantly, cradling his
injured arm to his side.


            Jo
stared at the man, her eyes incapable of blinking. “If you hadn’t left him,”
she breathed, “it might have been you
who’d died instead of Flinn!” She sneered. “Because you’re in cahoots with—”


            “I’m
not in league with Auroch! I never have been. I hate the man,” Brisbois
snarled, “and I can prove it!” His eyes remained on Jo’s face as he carefully
pulled out a piece of coarse paper. He handed it to her.


            Johauna
stared at the paper, at the bloody fingerprints Brisbois left on it. She opened
it up and read aloud to Braddoc, “‘Come to the alley behind the rendering hall,
just after ten bells. There, I will meet you.’ And then there’s the sigil of a
bull’s horn.” Jo’s eyes glittered at Brisbois. She lifted one eyebrow and said
smoothly, “The sign of Auroch, no doubt.”


            “Yes,”
Brisbois spat out. “He spirited me away against my will when . . . when he left
your chambers at the castle. ... I escaped him, but he’s been hounding me ever
since. I thought ... I thought I could perhaps bargain with him in the alley .
. . make him leave me alone. But he ... he sent those thugs to kill me.” The
man’s voice came in ragged gasps.


            Jo
held up the note. “Oh? So you think the fact that you’d bargain with Auroch
should make us trust you?” she asked angrily. She threw the note down into the
muddy water at her feet and stepped on it, twisting the paper into the ground
with her heel.


            Braddoc
took a step toward Brisbois, who was on the verge of collapse. The disgraced
knight weakly waved Braddoc away. “Let me finish,” Brisbois said, his words not
much more than a whisper. “Jo. You’re smarter than this. You just want a
scapegoat for your anger.”


            Jo
winced at the man’s familiarity and clenched her hand. “Watch your tongue,
Brisbois,” she snapped.


            “Aurochs
been hunting me,” Brisbois continued with some exertion. “I know too much about
him—I compromise his safety. He’d’ve found me sooner, too, if I’d not bought
this amulet from a backstreet mage I know . . .” He pointed to a simple pendant
hanging from his grimy neck. “And I’ve kept moving, too, to ... to throw him
off track. Still, his goons found me fast enough. They . . . they sent me that
note, and I ... I thought I could maybe cut a deal. ... I couldn’t run
forever.” The man paused and then said, “Cut a deal, or kill him.”


            “Only
Auroch had the same plan,” Braddoc noted stiffly.


            Brisbois
nodded his swollen head. Brisbois looked at Jo and began to tremble. He took a
breath of air through lips so swollen they could hardly open.


            Johauna
looked from Brisbois to Braddoc and back to the knight. Her mouth curled into a
sneer, and she said, “You bastard liar” She spat in Brisboiss face,


            “That’s
enough!” Braddoc roared. He grabbed Jo’s arm and dragged her a few steps away.
The dwarf stared at her, twitches of anger working across his features.
“Johauna, I’m ashamed of you! Ashamed,
do you hear?” As if to reinforce his words, he took his hand off the young
womans arm.


            Enraged, Jo tore into the dwarf.
“He’s lying, you fool! He’d say anything to avoid going back to the castle!
He’d kill Auroch to save his hide, and he’d kill us, too.”


            Braddoc
waved his hand. “The man would have died here if we hadn’t happened—”


            “He
faked it! He’s faked it all!” Jo shouted. “Somehow he knew we were here! He
hired those thugs—”


            “Excuse
me,” Brisbois said in a whisper that cut through the humid air. He tried
unsuccessfully to raise his hand. “I don’t mean to interrupt . . . your
decision of my fate,” he said, his eyes whirling in his head, “but I think I . . Bris- bois’s expression went blank, a mocking smile
seeming to curl about his battered lips, and he crumpled to the wet ground.


            “I
knew this would happen! I just knew this would happen!” Braddoc fumed.
He handed Jo his battle-axe and knelt by the injured man. Jo refused to move;
she watched in stony silence as Braddoc checked Brisbois. “His arm’s broken—thankfully
not his sword arm—and he’s got a lot of bad bruises. His face looks awful.”
Braddoc stood and began gathering the man’s lanky body over his shoulder.


            Jo
licked her lips, and her eyes narrowed. The wind shifted a little, and the
stench of the rendering hall hit her full in the face. “Throw him into the dead
animal pen,” she said brutally. “Tomorrow he’ll be a candle—not a traitor.” Her
lips pulled downward.


            “Wish
I had a real squire to give me a
hand,” Braddoc barked unexpectedly. “I’m bringing this man back to the inn. He
may or may not be innocent, but he is
injured. You can either stay here and pout or join us.” The dwarf grunted as he
shifted Brisbois’s body on his shoulder.


            Braddoc started walking away, back through the alley they had entered.


            Unmoving, Jo watched Braddoc sway as
he disappeared past the lamplights range. Her glimpse of Brisbois saw his
broken arm swing loose from the dwarfs hold. The arm jerked and dangled, moving
unnaturally. The squire smiled coldly, and her eyes didn’t blink. For a long
time she continued to stare after the pair, her expression frozen, until she
could no longer hear Braddoc’s shuffling gait.


            The
squire turned away, then suddenly raised her fists to
the sky. She threw her head back and cried in rage, “Fliiinnn!”


            The
rain began again to fall.


 


            Karleah
entwined her fingers together and then stretched out her arms, cracking her
knuckles and her elbow joints simultaneously. Granting the boy a sidelong
glance, she began to rummage through a basket of dried herbs on the table
before her. As her fingers slipped among the dried stalks and tightly woven
bags, the old woman peered up at the boy through her bushy brows. It was on the
tip of her tongue to say, “You’ve grown,” but Dayin’s expression was too sad
and confused for such an innocuous observation.


            “What
are you looking for, Karleah?” Dayin asked quietly. His sky-blue eyes were
shadowed with pain, but he hadn’t cried. There was an edge to his gaze that had
been lacking this morning. Karleah wondered if the boy would ever cry again.


            “Let
me present a puzzle to you, boy.” Her long fingers delicately pulled the
orcbane from the feverfew. “Let’s see if you get the same answer I did. Sit
down.”


            “What’s this puzzle about, Karleah?”
Dayin asked, a tinge of interest coloring his voice. His eyes shone a little
brighter.


            Karleah
frowned as she stared at the boy. “Why do you suppose the dragon brought
useless wands of power with him to his fight with Flinn?” she asked. “Verdilith
knew he and Flinn would fight; he knew Flinn would finally join him in the
glade where they had first fought many years ago. So why did the dragon bring
useless gadgets along? And why did he refrain from casting his own spells? Tell
me, Dayin.”


            The
boy stared at Karleah and then blinked twice. He shook his head and said, “They
must’ve been drained, just like your spells were drained.” Dayin paused,
waiting for Karleah to say something. She remained silent, and he continued,
“So whatever drained the spells must be in the glade where they fought, or in
the dragon’s lair itself.”


            “Almost
right,” Karleah replied, amused at the boy’s sincerity but gratified to see
that he was working out the puzzle on his own. “Where were my spells drained,
in the glade or in the lair?”


            “The
lair,” Dayin blurted, sudden recognition breaking over him, “so whatever was
draining magic must have been in the lair, right?” The boy stopped, his blue
eyes clouding a little.


            Karleah
nodded and said, “Yes, Dayin?” Let the boy work it through, she told herself


            “But
that’s not quite right, either,” Dayin said suddenly. He propped his chin with
his hand. “Because I wasn’t ever in
the lair, and I lost my spells, too. And you lost more spells after we left the
lair; your staff kept being drained, even after we got to the castle.”


            Karleah played with a forget-me-not
twig, then looked at the boy. “And . . . ?” she
queried.


            Dayin
s brows knit again. “And . . .” he said slowly, then his brows rose, “and so
that means somehow I’ve been near whatever drained you and the wands of magic.
It must have been something that attached itself to you in the cave. . . .
Something like dust, or water, or spores . . .”


            “.
. . or treasure,” Karleah nudged impatiently.


            Stunned,
the boy stared at the wizardess. “Do you think all that
stuff works like a magic magnet, Karleah? Sucking out enchantments from
everything the treasure comes near?”


            Marshaling
her patience, Karleah responded gently, “You saw all the things Jo and Braddoc
brought from the lair. Tell me about them.”


            Dayin’s
eyes wandered to the ceiling. “Jo had a really pretty opal, I remember, and a
crown with some blue gems on it. She had lots of coins, a weird dagger, some
pearly things . . .”


            “And Braddoc?” Karleah coaxed.


            “Braddoc
had, let me see, a jeweled dagger that you could hide stuff inside the hilt.
And he had a giant goose egg encrusted with gold and gems.” Dayin pointed
suddenly at Karleah. “Oh! And a box! That funny box that
wouldn’t open!”


            Karleah
smiled, touched her nose with one finger, then reached out and touched Dayin’s.
“You’ve got it, Dayin! Dragons hoard treasures of great value. All the objects
you mentioned would fetch a fortune in the marketplace—all except that plain
iron box. It had to have some reason for being there, some great value to the
dragon, and I think drawing magic must be what it is.”


            “Are
you sure, Karleah?” Dayin said, suddenly discouraged. “It was awfully plain—Just iron and all that.”


            “Ah, but you saw what happened when
Braddoc tried to open that ‘simple’ box,” Karleah rejoined. “There’s much more
to that box than meets the eye, my boy.”


            “But the box didn’t even seem
magical . . .”


            “Of
course not,” Karleah replied, a bit more harshly than she intended. “It’s
antimagical. It somehow acts as a magnet for magic and draws it out of anything
that is near it.” She smiled at Dayin, well pleased at his deductive powers.
“So, the riddle is solved.” Dayin responded to her keen-edged smile with a look
of concern. “Don’t worry about it; I’ll have Braddoc drop it in the bottom of a
deep gorge in the Wulfholdes. That should . . .” Karleah’s words trailed off as
the boy’s expression of concern deepened into one of horror. “Dayin?”
Karleah asked worriedly.


            Dayin
shook his head. “K-Karleah!” he whispered. “Didn’t Braddoc say in his message—?
Didn’t he give the box to a mage at the castle, since he couldn’t open it?
Didn’t he?”


            Karleah
stared at Dayin. She scratched her lower lip with her strong white teeth.
Finally she said, “Well, I’ll be damned.” The crone shook her head, then
grabbed her staff and used it to stand. “Saddle up, boy. We’ve a trip to make.”


 


            “Stand
away from the window.”


            The
noise came from somewhere behind him. Verdilith couldn’t make out who might be
speaking, nor did he try. The words were simply part of the dull roar of pain
that sometimes hummed and most often screamed through his fragmented mind. Pain. It was both curse and blessing to him. It wouldn’t
leave him, not even long enough to let him sleep. But, by its very intensity,
it defined the core of his being—it kept his mind from dissipating on the wind.
He cradled his maimed arm, watching with mild delight as his body restlessly
changed from the form of Lord Mal- drake to that of the blacksmith . . . of
Brisbois ... of the bitch squire . . . of Teryl Auroch. He had neither the will
nor the attention to keep any form for long. Besides, surely his
transformations unnerved the speaker behind him.


            “I
said stand away from the window! You’ll be seen.”


            Verdilith
didn’t know who spoke, and he didn’t care. He only knew that it wasn’t
Wyrmblight.


            Wyrmblight.


            If
there was a name for his pain, it was Wyrmblight.
It grated on him that the sword still remained, out there in the hands of a
fool, out there, ready to strike from the darkness. The sword haunted him. The
thought of the four runes, glowing and bright, burned like brands into his
spasming mind.


            Through
human ears—Maldrake’s ears, to be precise— the dragon heard the noise again. “Maldrake! For the last time, get away from that window! I don’t want anyone to see you.


            Verdilith
turned his head toward the sound. It was the paltry human speaking, the mage
who called himself Mal- och Kine . . . and Teryl Auroch. Ah. yes,
his “rescuer” from the Knights of Penhaligon, the dragon’s friend and master.
But Verdilith knew Aurochs true motives—it was Auroch who had given him the box
that ate magic, Auroch who had drained his power, Auroch who had made him
vulnerable to the sword. Soon, Verdilith would have his revenge. But first, he
would accompany the mage, play his games long and well. Only then would he gain
a magical means to break the damned-blessed blade.


            Verdilith withdrew from the window
into the inn room. He walked with shuddering steps toward the mage, past the
bed where he had spent the last week in sleepless fits, past the mage’s tables
crowded with magic paraphernalia. Jars and vials and tubes bubbled with Aurochs
foul concoctions, the smell of which was sweet to Verdilith. Surely, with the
aid of these accoutrements, Auroch could devise some magical means of
destroying the hated sword. Indeed, Verdilith wondered if the man already had
the means. But Auroch would surely force the dragon through a maze of lies
before providing any solution. Such was the way with Auroch: everything he
spoke was a lie, especially his offers of healing.


            “Maldrake? Won’t you sit down?”


            Concentrating
to retain the form of Maldrake, Verdilith forced his spinning mind to focus on
that little room, on the little man that still called to him. As his vision
cleared, Verdilith let his human face twist into a small, almost polite, smile.
He approached the withered old mage and felt the wound across his arm burn like
acid. But he allowed no sign of agony to show on his face, his green eyes
gleaming wide and eager. He took the proffered chair, greedily scanning the
bubbling beakers.


            “My
men should have finished with Brisbois.”


            Verdilith
glared at the mage through slitted eyes. For a moment, Auroch stepped back,
away from the intense gaze. The dragon let a small plume of poisonous gas
escape from Maldrake s nose.


            “Why
didn’t you simply kill Brisbois yourself?” he hissed. Remembering the reason
for tolerating Auroch, the dragon added politely, “Such a thing would be simple
for you.”


            Auroch at first made no reply,
turning as a beaker cradled above a small burner begin to boil. He removed the
glass container with his bare hand and placed it inside a small wooden black
box. As the mage placed another beaker atop the flame, he said, “Brisbois is a
mere mouse in the house. I’m far more interested in the master.”


            Verdilith
let Maldrake s head nod slightly, again scanning the room. He was familiar with
magic and its creation, but did not recognize any of the mage’s devices. The
items Auroch toyed with seemed not of this world, as alien as the box that ate
magic. “Ah, and I assume that the master you refer to is me.”


            “Of
course you assume so,” Auroch replied with a hint of annoyance in his voice.


            Verdilith
shifted uneasily in his chair, but the wound on his side rubbed against the
leather. It was as though Wyrmblight itself were jabbing him, reminding him of
his torment. “Surely we agree, human, that you desire
to keep me within your grasp.”


            “So
that I may heal your wounds, Maldrake, so that I may heal your wounds,” Auroch
appeased smoothly. “These things you see about you—”


            “Are
part of your self-promoting machinations,” Verdilith inteijected mildly. “As,
you think, am I. And now you wish to blackmail me into carrying out your
schemes.” The magician lightly dropped the tools he was using onto a table,
frowning in irritation. He ran fingers through his thick hair and sat down
heavily in a chair behind the table. After a moment, he sighed and raised his
eyes.


            “What is it you want?” he asked
leadenly.


            Verdilith
would not allow himself to be fooled by the human s theatrics. The man was too
powerful, too otherworldly to be so affected by the dragon’s moods. Clearly, Verdilith
was pivotal to Aurochs plans to destroy all things magic. But Verdilith didn’t
care if Auroch would engulf the world in flames, as long as Wyrmblight, the
sword blessed to destroy him, were first shattered.


            “You
know what I want, Auroch. And to get it, you know I will do what you want,” he
softly replied, letting another trail of poison seep from his lungs through the
body of Maldrake. He was lying. He cared nothing for the mage’s desires.


            “You
distrust me,” Auroch noted calmly.


            “Return
my magic, and I will return my trust,” Verdilith replied.


            Auroch
nodded, as if to himself, and stood. He turned to a
large cabinet directly behind him. “Restoring your magic is a feat I cannot
perform. But to prove my good intentions to you, I shall give you what you
desire before you ever act on my
behalf” He made a gesture with his left hand, and there was a loud click from
the cabinet’s door, which swung partially open. Verdilith tried to peer inside,
but his wounded side forced the air from his body. A small trail of venom
dropped from Maldrake s lips and fell on the floor. The rug burned.


            The
sorcerer closed the door with another gesture and placed a long, reddish
gemstone on the table. The stone, about the length of Aurochs shaking hand,
ratded heavily on the wooden tabletop, and its edges flashed a sinister light
in the mage’s eyes.


            “I
have no use for riches,” Verdilith muttered, eyeing the shimmering gem. “Your
‘rescue’ deprived me of a hoard worth more than a million such stones.”


            “Doesn’t
the shape look familiar?” Auroch teased, running a finger along the edge of the
stone. “The shape and the color?”


            “Ail abelaat stone?” Verdilith asked
in a growling voice. “What good is that for destroying Wyrmblight?”


            “Not
an abelaat stone,” Auroch corrected, smiling evilly, “but an artifact fashioned
to look like an abelaat stone”


            “What
good is that?” Verdilith repeated, purposely spewing noxious breath into Auroch
s face.


            “This
stone will give you a window on the progeny of Flinn—on Squire Menhir, the
bearer of Wyrmblight. You will know everywhere she goes, every word she speaks.
You will learn every secret of the blade she bears, of its magnificent
strengths, of its one, great weakness.”


            Verdilith
eyed the softly glowing gem. “What weakness? I clutched that sword between my
own fingers and wrenched it against stone, but it would not break.”


            “Every
weapon has its weakness,” Auroch replied, “just as every man does. You found
Flinn’s weakness in his glory and relentless pride . . . and his wife,
Yvaughan.” “Yes,” Verdilith mused, gently stroking his maimed arm. “But I could
speak direcdy to the mind of Flinn, plant the seeds of destruction in him.”


            “You can speak to the squire through
this stone, too,” Auroch said, lifting the gem from the table and setting it
gently in Verdilith s hand. “You can take the form of Fain Flinn and appear to
her in the stone.”


            The
gem felt hot in the dragon’s human hand. He peered into its bloody depths, a
line of bilious drool sagging across his lip.


            “You
can poison her heart, like you poisoned the heart of Flinn,” Auroch continued,
breathless. “You can twist her so she will happily give you the sword—even help
you destroy it.”


            Yes,
Verdilith thought, gazing into the crystal. Yes, this gemstone could deliver
the sword of Flinn and the squire of Flinn into my hands. In the glinting light
of the stone’s facets Verdilith’s mania to smash the blade calmed and deepened, and he began to desire a more satisfying, more
poetic vengeance. Certainly, Wyrmblight would be shattered and the squire
destroyed, but only after Verdilith had insinuated himself into the heart of
the girl.


            Johauna
was her name.


            He
would steal Johauna away from Flinn as he had stolen Yvaughan. With a clicking,
whirring sound, the wheels within wheels had begun to spin in Verdilith’s
dragon brain.


            “How
can I track the squire with this?” Verdilith asked, allowing his rumbling
dragon voice to issue from the mouth of Maldrake. “How can I see her? Speak to
her?”


            “Simply
give her the stone,” Auroch said. “Tell her she can use it to see Flinn. Tell
her she must keep it secret, or the stone will shatter. Then, to see or speak
through the stone, you need merely peer into a mirror and wish it so”


            Verdilith
raised his eyes from the gem, now clutched tightly in his palm. “Why would you
give this to me?”


            Auroch
walked back to the table and leaned comfortably on it. He fixed his deep blue
eyes on to the dragon’s green ones and said, “It serves my purposes, as do all
things. In exchange for this priceless gift, I ask only a simple service from
you. There is a boy named Dayin traveling along with the bearer of the sword. I
want the boy returned to me.”


            “Why
don’t you retrieve him yourself?” Verdilith asked through Maldrake s lips. He
continued to stare at the gemstone.


            Auroch
s eyes flashed angrily. “Do as I say, dragon, and I may let you work with me
again.” His wizened features softened, and he said, “As a token of my
friendship, I will tell you a secret. The wounds you suffer so mightily are
incurable while Wyrmblight is whole. But, when you break the blade, your wounds
will finally heal.” The mage leaned forward slightly, staring deeper into the
great serpent’s eyes. “But, if you don’t bring me the boy, I shall make certain
you are torn limb from limb, and nothing will heal you again.”


            Without
another word, the human returned to his bubbling flasks. This final mention of
the accursed blade sent Verdilith into another paroxysm of pain, and he choked
off his rising whimper. The pain was so great he almost believed what the
magician had said. But the dragon knew that nothing could ever heal his wounds.
Whether Wyrmblight remained whole or not, he would bear these wounds to his
grave, of that Verdilith was sure.


            But
that didn’t matter to the dragon as he rose from his seat, the acid from his
human mouth having destroyed the chair and some of the floor. He slowly walked
toward the table and lifted his arm to pocket the gem. The pain flared again
and for once Verdilith found he could ignore some small part of it. The stone
felt delicate in his hand. Fragile. But from this
fragile gem, he knew he might finally have the vengeance he sought.


            Or his own death.


            It
truly did not matter. Once the blade and the bitch were destroyed, he would
betray Auroch for spite and let himself be torn limb from limb.


 


            Jo’s
weary step grew a little faster as she recognized the Hap’n Inn, where she and
Braddoc were supposed to stay for the night. Not that there’s much night left,
she thought, remembering the hour or so she had stood outside the rendering
hall, trying to reconcile her rage at Brisbois and her grief for Flinn. She
stopped to shift Braddoc’s battle-axe, which fit poorly in Wyrmblight s
harness. She had carried Wyrmblight in her hands all the way from the rendering
hall; it had given her a sense of security she’d sorely needed as she walked
through the gloom alone.


            Almost
by instinct, her fingers sought the four raised sigils. You have lost faith tonight—the sword again—but it can be reclaimed. Have faith, Johauna Menhir. Have faith!
The words rang in Jo’s mind, but not in her heart. Duty alone had prompted her
to return to Braddoc to help him bring Brisbois back to the Castle of the Three
Suns. That and the fact that she couldn’t fail Sir Graybow.
Jo’s benefactor had expressed his good opinion of her directly to the baroness.


            Jo
reached the alley leading to the exterior stairs. She took a step into it, then stopped. The alley was dark, far darker even than the
one near the rendering hall had been. Shouldn’t there be a light near the
stairs? she thought. Hadn’t there been one lit when
they set out for the hostler’s? Perhaps the rain or the wind had extinguished
it, she thought. The squire glanced toward the front of the inn. A shuttered
lantern rested by the door, casting a starlike pattern of minute lights from
holes punched in its sides. Pretty but not very illuminating.
Still, it was brighter than the gloomy alley. Jo held Wyrmblight a litde
higher. I can go through the front, I suppose, and risk stepping on the people
sleeping in the common room. She took a step in that direction.


            Something
shifted in the darkness near the stair. Jo dropped to an immediate crouch,
Wyrmblight gleaming before her. The gloom was too great for her to make out
anything more than a general impression. Some creature, hunched and draped in rags,
lurched toward her.


            “Who
goes there?” Jo called out firmly, only a trace of fear in her voice.


            The
figure halted for a moment, sniffing oddly in the darkness, then continued
toward her. Jo retreated a step, trying to sidle
toward the inn’s front door. The creature paused, its darksome eyes piteously
studying Jo from beneath a tattered hood.


            “Please,”
came a thick, rasping voice. “I mean you no harm. I
only wish to know if. . . you are Squire Menhir? The one who was bitten by the watcher in the woods?”


            “.
. . watcher?” Jo asked tentatively. Her eyes adjusted
minutely, and she could make out the creature s crooked shoulders.


            “An
old term,” the voice responded. Jo couldn’t tell if it was male or female, only
that it sounded old and infirm. “Some call them abeylaut, or abelaat. Are you
she?” The figure took one tentative step, and this time Jo did not back away.
She kept Wyrmblight at the ready, however.


            “And
if I were?” she countered.


            “I
have . . . something for her, if you are she,” the voice grated. The figure
knelt, removed something from its cloak, and placed it on the stony ground. It
then stood and backed away. “It is for you,” it said, pivoting on a heavy,
thudding boot and starting away down the alley.


            Jo
called after the mysterious creature. “Wait! What is it?”


            The
cloaked figure stopped, and Jo thought it turned around. It said, “It is a
crystal, a crystal of the first abeylaut. Through it you may join with Fain
Flinn. But beware: if you speak of it to anyone or anything, the stone will
shatter into a thousand pieces, which will lodge in your flesh and work their
way into your heart.” The figure began walking away again.


            Jo
bit her lip, unable to believe the infirm being, but unwilling not to. “How do
I know this isn’t a hoax?” she called loudly.


            The
figure did not stop. “Try it,” she heard faintly, “and discover the truth.”


            The
next moment, only shadows remained in the darksome alley. Trembling, Johauna
knelt on the ground and looked at the gem, taking care not to touch it. It
glowed faintly, unlike any abelaat stone she had ever seen, and it was larger,
too. Whether or not it was an abelaat stone, it was a thing of power. But why
give it to me? Why?


            Cautiously
Jo picked the stone up. It took up most of the palm of her hand and felt warm
to the touch. She ran her fingers across the four sigils of her sword and
murmured, “Wyrmblight, is this stone an abelaat
crystal?” She waited for some sort of response, but the blade remained cool to
the touch, and none of the sigils glowed. She tried other questions, all
pertaining to the stone or the cloaked figure, and at first received the same
silence after each question.


            But
then, a voice spoke. Keep the stone, Jo. It bears my heart. It bears my love.
The words hadn’t come from Wyrmblight, but they had come all the same. Perhaps
it was her own weary mind that had spoken. Perhaps it
was the stone itself. But an insistent, irrational hope told her it was the
voice of Flinn.


            Blinking,
Jo realized suddenly that dawn was lightening the sky. The alley, which a
moment before had been impenetrably dark, now glowed with morning light. A lump
in her throat, Jo lifted the stone and gazed, mesmerized, into it.


            “Flinn,” she whispered, hoarsely.
“You are in this gem, aren’t you?”


            Her
words were answered only by silence.


            Glancing
from side to side, hoping no one had seen the precious stone she bore, Jo
tucked the crystal inside her belt pouch. She’d worry about it tomorrow, after
she’d had some sleep. Maybe she’d talk to Braddoc about it, she thought for a
moment, but a suddenly spasm of fear clenched her heart. Braddoc would insist
on giving the treasure to the baroness, who would imprison it—the heart of
Flinn—in a glass case for all the world to see. No, Jo
thought. I will keep it a secret, my silent, constant communion with Flinn.
Nodding, she headed down the alley, up the stairs, and into the hallway running
the length of the inn.


            At
the seventh door on her left, Jo stopped and listened through the plain pine
door. She heard someone stirring. Good, she thought, Braddoc’s up and I won’t
disturb him. Jo opened the door to the room she had planned to share with
Braddoc. The castellan had given her money enough for two rooms, but Johauna
was frugal to a fault after living so many years on the street.


            Jo
entered the small room just as Braddoc sat down on the only chair, situated by
one of the two narrow beds. A curtainless window behind the dwarf let in a
little light, supplemented by a candle on a table between the beds. From the look
of the melted wax and the stubble remains of the candle, Jo knew the dwarf had
been up the better part of the night. Braddoc looked at Jo and grunted a
greeting, then turned to Brisbois.


            The
squire’s eyes shifted toward the man on the bed. Brisbois’s injuries had been
dressed, Jo saw. His broken arm was in splints and a sling, and white strips of
bandage nearly covered one side of Brisbois’s face. He was murmuring in his
sleep, and his free hand jerked spasmodically. Jo set the battle-axe in the corner
with Braddoc’s other things. She undid the harness and stretched her back, then
rested the sword next to the bed along the far wall.


            Jo
sat down on the edge of Brisbois’s bed, but was careful not to touch the man.
For some moments, she watched him sleep, then turned
to Braddoc. The dwarfs good eye was on her.


            Jo
gave Braddoc a little smile. “I hope you didn’t have too hard a time bringing
him back here by yourself.”


            Braddoc
snorted. He shook his head. “I’ve had the healer in. Brisbois’ll live, if
that’s all right with you.” The dwarf stared at Jo.


            The
young woman’s eyes widened for a moment, and she turned away from Braddoc’s
gaze. “That’s good ” she said quietly. “I’m sorry
about how I acted. I want to do what Sir Graybow asked of us.” She turned back
to the dwarf. “At least, that’s what I want to do now. Earlier tonight was a
different matter.”


            Braddoc
looked at her and said slowly, “I don’t understand you, Johauna. I don’t.” He
turned to the injured man, then reached out and tucked the blanket a little
closer around Brisbois’s neck. Beside Braddoc, the candle on the table
sputtered and went out. The room was bathed in the half light of the rising
sun, and, moment by moment, the light grew in the tiny room. Jo felt it touch
her face, and she closed her eyes against its caress.


            The
squire stood and then lay down on the other bed. She groaned as stiff muscles
tried to loosen up. Gesturing at Brisbois, she said. “Is he able to ride in an
hour?” she asked.


            Braddoc stared at Jo and then said
slowly, “Yes . . . but I think—”


            “That’s all I want to know,” Jo said
coldly. “That’s all I need to know.”












          Chapter X


 


 


            Not
even the dreary, cloud-covered sky could dampen the mood of Squire Menhir as
she approached the Castle of the Three Suns, Keeping her victorious smile
tightly concealed, Johauna rode behind the young
knight who had met them on the approach. She watched the gentle bobbing of the
blue plume on his helmet as the knight s stallion trotted toward the gate.
Noting his arched back and broad shoulders, Johauna tried to sit as straight on
Carsig as he sat on his horse,


            “You’re
as bad as Flinn,” Braddoc hissed tersely over her shoulder.


            Jo
glanced back at the dwarven warrior, riding stern and disgruntled astride his
pony. “As good as Flinn, you mean,”
she snapped with an indignant smile. As she did so, she caught a glimpse of the
pathetic prisoner in the queue behind Braddoc. The man, slumped, shackled atop
one of the pack mules. Sir Brisbois.
He still holds his title, but not for long, Jo told herself. Vengeance tasted
sweet. The very day after Sir Graybow had sent her out to retrieve Brisbois,
she returned, her mission complete, her quarry broken and humbled—ready to
talk. She would do the same to Verdilith, and Teryl Auroch. The spirit of Flinn
would have its vengeance.


            The
knight at the head of the procession saluted the gate guards and continued on
into the main entrance. Jo reined Carsig in for a moment, noting only then that
she had been following the knight too closely. It was the excitement of the
capture, she told herself, urging Carsig forward.


            As
the party passed through the gates, entering the slate-paved marketplace, the
bustling crowds drew back to make room for them.


            “Look!
It’s Brisbois, the traitor!” a gray-haired beggar man said.


            The
cry drew the attention of a fabric merchant nearby, who strayed, incredulous,
from his cart. “Never thought I’d see him rounded up!”


            “The
proud boy’s been humbled!” called a wiry cobbler from a small shop along the
wall.


            A
cluster of peasant washerwomen drifted steadily toward the procession,
whistling and whooping as they came.


            The
knight at the head of the parade tightened his hold on the reins of his steed, who was stamping nervously as the crowd converged.


            “Look
who done it, too!” the cobbler shouted, rushing forward now. “It’s Flinn’s
girl!”


            Jo
reddened visibly at the remark, uncertain whether to be flattered or angered.
But one of the washerwomen answered for her by slapping the cobbler in the face
with a wet rag. “She’s not Flinn’s girl! She’s her own girl!”


            “She’s
Squire Menhir,” Braddoc supplied with a reluctant cough. Jo flashed him a
glance, but the dwarf merely nodded her direction.


            The procession had slowed, almost
halting in the face of the growing mob. A brace of children, running from a
crowded corner of the market, came stomping up, their young voices raised in
shouts.


            “Brisbois the Bungler! Brisbois the Boor!”


            Jo
laughed aloud and wondered if the children knew how similar their taunts were
to those used against Flinn. Over the cries of the children she could hear a
flurry of other voices: “Where did you find him?” “How’d he get wounded?”
“Who’s the dwarf?” “Tell us what happened.” “Did he put up a fight?”


            The knot of folk around her tightened, pressing against her legs
and her mount. Noting Carsig’s uneasiness, Jo signaled to the knight
ahead of her. He pivoted his steed about with some difficulty in the crowd and
shouted, “Back. Let us through to the donjon!”


            “Tell
us the story!” a few voices demanded of Jo, ignoring the knight’s order. Their
calls touched off other shouts from the crowd, which drowned out the knight’s
next commands.


            Jo
bit her lip, watching the young, red-faced knight try hopelessly to move the
crowd. When she saw he was getting nowhere, Jo turned sheepishly toward
Braddoc. The dwarf merely shrugged and mouthed the words, “You’re the
storyteller.”


            Jo
nodded grimly and scanned the sea of faces. Their voices raised a din that must
have reached to the donjon itself. They wanted her to tell them what had
happened; they wanted her to tell the story of Brisbois’s capture. But she’d
never told a story to so many people before—for that matter, she’d never told a
story that wasn’t about Flinn. Her tongue felt like a ball of lead in her
mouth, and the events seemed to jumble in her head.


            Carsig nickered and took a gentle
sidestep, and Jo saw that Braddoc’s pony had nudged the horse. The dwarf’s face
was impassive, but he nodded minutely in Jo’s direction. “Go on,” he mouthed.


            Jo
nodded back, a nervous smile on her lips. She swallowed hard and lifted her
hands in a gesture to quiet the crowd. “It’s really not much of a story,” she
shouted out as the clamor died down.


            “Tell
it anyway!” the cobbler cried.


            Jo
bit her lip; she didn’t know how to begin the telling. “I—ah . . .” she
started, then flushed: she’d forgotten to adopt her storytelling tone. Lowering
her voice and taking a deep breath, she said, “Some days ago, the honorable Sir
Lile Graybow, castellan of this mighty fortress, learned the whereabouts of the
ignoble rapscallion, the defamed Sir Brisbois.”
Jo paused, her heart in her throat. The crowd seemed to have appreciated the
phrase ignoble rapscallion, responding
with a smattering of boos and hisses. And her emphasis on the knight’s
undeserved title garnered even more jeers.


            It
was a good crowd.


            Warming
to the task, Jo continued. “Sir Brisbois, I tell you—this worm of a knight,
this knight of the wyrm Verdilith—” more hisses “—was the man who falsely
accused Flinn the Mighty. Sir Brisbois was the man who willingly brought the
glory of Flinn and of Flinn’s sword Wyrmblight to an end. And though Flinn
forgave the rapacious monster—though he spared the man’s life and made him
bondsman—Sir Brisbois repaid this kindness with desertion and treachery.”


            In
the chorus of disapproval that followed, the townsfolk around Brisbois’s mule
began prodding the pathetic figure with their fingers. The knight didn’t
respond, except with an angry, bloodshot glare.


            “So the noble Sir Graybow decided
that Brisbois must be captured and tried. Being the one-time mentor of Flinn
the Mighty, Sir Graybow dispatched Flinn’s former squire and his long-time
friend to hunt down the vile man, to bring him back to the castle so that all
the folk of Penhaligon might have vengeance for their fallen hero.”


            “We
were supposed to retrieve him for questioning,” Braddoc corrected loudly,
breaking into Jo’s account. “That’s the story. Now, in the name of the
baroness, let us through.”


            “Quiet,”
called someone from the crowd. “Let the squire finish!”


            Jo,
glaring hotly at her companion, shouted out, “We journeyed across the rugged Southern Wulfholdes unto Castle Kelvin, a pig sty of a place
beside the gleaming towers of Penhaligon.” The crowd responded with cheers and
whistles. “There, we found the man fully entrenched in his element—floundering
about in the mud of a gutter, beside a vat of rotting animal parts, and
surrounded by a trio of grimy thugs.”


            “Did
the thugs give you trouble, squire?” called out the cobbler excitedly.


            “Not
with that sword of hers,” the washerwoman interjected, playfully flipping her
rag in the cobbler’s face.


            “In
fact, the thugs were no problem at all,” Jo answered, almost laughing. “They
were doing our work for us. They’d been beating up the infamous Sir Brisbois for some moments before we
arrived.”


            The
crowd let out a whoop of surprise, and some of the listeners began to clap.


            “You
didn’t get to lay a hand on him?”


            “Of course I did,” Jo responded with
mock indignation. She raised her hands before her and made a separate sweeping
motion with each. “I slapped him first with the right, and then with the left!”


            Amid
the gales of laughter, a blacksmith bellowed out, “What then?”


            “Then
my level-headed companion—” Jo shot Braddoc a surly glare “—advised me against
any further retribution against the filthy cur.” She consciously deepened her
voice again and said, “Though Squire Menhir s fists had not yet wrought their
full vengeance upon the evil knight, though she was driven in that moment to
unmake Sir Brisbois with the very blade he had darkened by his evil—” Jo
dramatically seized the hilt of Wyrmblight and pulled it with a crackling pop
from the shoulder harness. She held it up, cold and brilliant in the silver sky
“—Wyrmblight, sword of Flinn the Mighty, nemesis of Verdilith the Great
Green—though the very Immortals seemed to be crying out to the squire to wipe
this wretched filth from the face of the world, the dwarf stayed her hand. Yes,
he stayed her hand, though every impulse told her to slay him!”


            A
rumbling commotion had begun behind Jo, and as she looked over to see its
cause, the crowd shifted, and a stream of villagers pressed toward her. Shouts
broke out in the crowd, redoubling into a roaring tumult. Jos eyes went wide as
she saw that Brisbois was held in the hands of the throng. They had dragged him
from the mule, kicking and bellowing—dragged him through the churning crowd.
Only as they reached the side ofjo s horse could she discern what they were shouting.


            “Kill
him now!” they cried. “Kill him now!” Wyrmblight, still raised in the raking
wind, seemed to tremble wTith anticipation
in Jo s hands as the people lifted Brisbois up toward her. The gem in her
belt-pouch was hot, as though aflame, and a small voice in the back of her
skull seemed to say Kill the traitor, Jo. Kill him as you have
wanted to these many months. It was not the sword speaking, she knew, but
the vengeance sounded sweet indeed.


            “Kill
him now! Kill him now.”


            Jos
grip on the sword faltered, and the blade fell toward the shackled form. A
hand, strong as iron, clamped onto her fist and raised the sword before it
struck home. Wideeyed, Jo blanched as she saw Sir Graybow’s granite features
next to hers. He sat on horseback beside her, having pushed his way to her
through the mob. His very presence quieted the crowd.


            “That,
my dear,” he said, his voice devoid of warmth, “is enough of that.”


 


            Johauna,
Braddoc, and Graybow hurried down the long halls of the Castle of the Three
Suns, escorting Brisbois among them. The two guards who had met the trio at the
gate followed them, making sure Brisbois would have no opportunity to escape.
Graybow had not said another word to Jo from the time they had cleared the mob,
and Jo felt chagrined by his silence. She wasn’t going to kill Brisbois, she
told herself, it was just a story that had gotten out
of hand. Jo winced as a slight misstep jarred her bruised rib, despite the
tight wrap Braddoc had applied to it. And her injuries were nothing next to
Brisbois’s. The day in the saddle had obviously aggravated the knight’s wounds.
His face was a mixture of purple bruises and pale fatigue, and he clenched his
teeth against the pain. Brisbois glanced back balefiilly at Jo, then fixed his eyes once more on the hallway.


            As they rapidly made their way
through the corridors, Jo saw that many of the magical lanterns still hadn’t
been repaired. She wondered how Arteris was handling the delinquent mages. The
scattered torchlight lent an eerie look to some of the longer halls and in some
areas the smoke collected and stung Jo’s eyes and nose. This was not the same
glowing castle she and Flinn had entered some months before.


            Two
guards stood outside the meeting room entrance. One turned and threw open the
doors as Jo and Braddoc approached. The guard announced in a clear, strong
voice, “Your Ladyship, Castellan Graybow escorts Squire Menhir, Master
Briarblood, and Sir Brisbois to your council chambers.” The guard bowed and
stepped aside.


            Graybow,
Jo, Braddoc, Brisbois, and the two guards behind them entered the room. The
entire council was assembled, and the visitors’ entrance had apparently
interrupted some meeting. Jo noticed that three of the castle’s four magicians
were also in the room, sitting before the council members as if to give a
report.


            The
chamber’s heavy doors closed with a bang. Jo and Braddoc stepped forward,
Brisbois reluctantly doing the same. The two guards took up positions behind
the knight.


            The
mages and all fifteen members of the council turned to face Jo. Baroness
Penhaligon rose and demanded, “Your report, Squire Menhir!”


            “Master
Briarblood and I intended to journey to the village of Rifllian, where we had been told Master Brisbois was
hiding,” Jo began stiffly, trying to be succinct. Still embarrassed that her
overblown account had gone awry, Jo wanted to avoid a rambling report. “We
stopped in Kelvin at the end of a day’s ride. While there, we came across
Master Brisbois being beaten by three thugs—”


            “You and Master Briarblood are not
responsible for the knight’s condition?” Sir Graybow broke in.


            “No,
sir,” Jo said quickly. She saw the castellan’s little nod of relief.


            “Continue,
Squire Menhir,” Arteris said. She took her seat at the table.


            “We
rescued Master Brisbois from the thugs; we killed two, but the third escaped.”
Jo turned to look at Brisbois, but the knight refused to meet her gaze. “Sir
Brisbois claims to have been made a pawn, kidnapped by Teryl Auroch. He was
given a note, which I am afraid I no longer have in my possession. Master
Briarblood will confirm that the note bore the sigil of Auroch.”


            “Is
this true, Master Briarblood?” Sir Graybow inquired.


            The
dwarf nodded. “Sir Brisbois says it was the mage’s sigil—a curved line, like
the horns of a bull.”


            “That
is the sigil,” the castellan replied. “We will accept this by the honor of your
people.” A nodded again, a slight smile on his lips.


            Jo
continued: “The note told Master Brisbois to meet the mage at a certain time
and place—”


            “A
time and place in which you discovered I was being beaten to death,” Brisbois
interrupted harshly.


            Arteris
pounded her fist against the table. “Quiet, Mas-
ter Brisbois! You will have your say.
This is a court of honor—despite those who still pretend to possess it.”
Arteris pointedly eyed the stained midnight-blue tunic Brisbois still wore.
“Continue, Squire Menhir,” the baroness said.


            “It
is true that we found Master Brisbois at the time and place indicated on the
note,” Jo said. “And it is true that we saw no sign of Auroch. Master Brisbois
says he has no love for Teryl Auroch—”


            “We will let the man speak for
himself, Squire Menhir,” Arteris interrupted testily. “Continue with what you
know to be true.”


            Johauna
nodded. “We returned to our inn, tended to Master Brisbois’s w'ounds, and rode
out this morning.”


            Sir
Graybow glanced at Brisbois and said, “Did Master Brisbois give you any
indication that he did not want to return to the Castle of the Three Suns? Did
he try to escape last night or today?”


            Jo
did not want to answer the question: she knew it would lend credence to
Brisbois’s claim of his hatred of Auroch. She wanted Brisbois punished at any
cost, but knew that she must answer truthfully.


            “No,
Sir Graybow, Master Brisbois did not resist us in any way” Jo hesitated. She
was about to add, “But he was in no condition to do so,” but Sir Graybow held
up his hand for silence.


            “Thank
you, Squire Menhir” the castellan said. He gave Jo a warning glance, and
suddenly Jo was glad she hadn’t made the petty qualifier to her statement.


            Sir
Graybow nodded to one of the guards, w ho left for a moment to bring in three
extra chairs. “Please take a seat, Squire Menhir and Master Briarblood,” the
castellan said gruffly. “I’m sure sitting is the last thing you w^ant to do
after a day in the saddle, but perhaps you can rest a bit while we finish
today’s proceedings.”


            Jo
sat gratefully, taking care to position Wyrmblight between two of the chairs.
Beside her, Braddoc sat, too. He gave a tiny sigh of relief that only Jo heard.
She smiled inwardly.


            Silence
fell in the room as everyone waited for Arteris to speak. She folded her hands
on the table before her and fixed Brisbois with her agate-brown eyes. They were
hard and stony and inflexible, without an ounce of mercy in them. Sir Graybow
had told Jo that the baroness was growing more and more like old Baron Arturus
every day, and her present mood seemed to support the claim.


            “Do
you know why we sent Squire Menhir and Master Briarblood after you, Master
Brisbois?” Arteris asked calmly.


            Brisbois
was caught off guard. “Ex-excuse me, Your Ladyship?” he asked.


            “Do
you know why you were brought here?”


            Brisbois
s puffy face took on an impassive cast. “No, Your Ladyship, I do not ” Brisbois obviously could not meet the womans stony
gaze.


            “Then
let me inform you,” Arteris said graciously. “You are here because it is
believed by our court mages that Teryl Auroch has destroyed the magic in the
Casde of the Three Suns ”


            “Destroyed—?”
Brisbois blurted. He turned his attention to the council and looked at each
person in turn. “You must believe me! I know nothing of Auroch’s plans—”


            “Then
why did you leave with the mage after he attacked Sir Flinn and his party here
in the castle?” Graybow inteijected suddenly.


            Brisbois
shook his head angrily. “I didn’t leave with Auroch willingly! He abducted me
as he disappeared.”


            “Are
we to presume you have quit his company?” Arteris asked and added quickly,
“and, if so, how did you escape from so powerful a mage?”


            Brisbois
s face displayed emotions ranging from anger to shame; he looked aside at the
floor. After a few moments, he turned to Arteris and addressed her squarely,
“Auroch spirited us away to Specularum, Your Ladyship. We appeared on a crowded
dock, and I took advantage of the confusion to slip away. The attack had
drained Auroch, and he was not capable of retrieving me.”


            Baroness
Penhaligon considered the knight s words, her face devoid of emotion or
thought. “And what have you done in the weeks since this abduction, Master
Brisbois?” Arteris asked impassively.


            Brisbois
took a deep breath, as if he were about to reveal some grave personal secret.
Jo found herself entranced, despite her anger.


            “At
first, I sought to escape Auroch’s influence. He is obviously more powerful
than I, and I feared for my life,” Brisbois replied leadenly. “But I slowly
realized that if the man were as powerful as I thought, I could not hope for
any real escape. My only option was to kill him before he killed me. I have
been running from him only to gain opportunity to decide how I might kill him.”


            “Where
is Auroch now? Rifllian? Kelvin?”
Sir Graybow asked.


            Brisbois
rubbed his brow, then said, “He stayed for a while in Specularum, and I tried
to figure out how to trap him there. But he tracked me down, so I escaped the
city and traveled north on the Duke’s Road. I stopped in Kelvin, hoping to buy
some time there.” Brisbois paused.


            “You
were never in Rifllian?” Graybow asked.


            “No,
sir, I was not,” Brisbois said readily. Jo stared at the knight intently.


            “My
sources—” began the castellan.


            “Were
misinformed, Sir Graybow” Brisbois said steadily. “I arranged for them to be misinformed”


            “What!”
demanded Graybow and Arteris simultaneously.


            The other council members murmured
to each other, and even the three mages shot questioning looks at Brisbois. The
castellan stood and shouted, “Explain yourself, Master
Brisbois!”


            The
knight shrugged. “I led your informants to believe I was in Rifllian in the
hopes of throwing Auroch off the track as well,” he said clearly. “I also hoped
you might send someone after me, someone who might encounter and dispatch
Auroch in Rifllian.”


            Arteris
exclaimed, “Surely you must know that you are an outlaw to the order? Surely you
must know that breaking your bond with Sir Flinn was the final stroke in your
dismissal. This new transgression—willful misdirection of the
order for your own purposes—may well have won you your death.”


            Brisbois
inclined his head in the baroness’s direction. “Yes, Your Ladyship, I do know
all that,” he said. “But I also know that I could not take on Auroch by myself.
I hoped for an envoy from the castle to back me up. If I could prove my good
intent by battling side by side with the order against Auroch, perhaps you
would have allowed me to return to the Order of the Three Suns.” Brisbois
looked at the council members. Jo’s eyes darted daggers, but he avoided looking
at her.


            The
room was brutally silent. Eventually, Sir Graybow stood. “You hoped for many,
many things, Master Brisbois,” the castellan said slowly, “and I am appalled at
your lack of humility!” Sir Graybow turned away from the table and stalked over
to one of the windows. He shook his head. The sun was setting, but the magical
lanterns had not begun to glow. One of the guards began lighting lanterns.


            Arteris
rose and said slowly, “Are we to infer, Master Brisbois, that you wish the
court to show you leniency once more?” Her voice was laced with astonishment.


            Brisbois’s cheek rippled. He nodded
and said, “Yes, Your Ladyship, I do.”


            “This
is . . . most unprecedented, Master Brisbois,” Arteris said coldly. “Pray, tell us how you possibly esteem yourself worthy of this
grace beyond grace!” The baroness took her seat.


            Brisbois
gestured in Jo’s direction. “I came willingly with Squire Menhir and Master
Briarblood. I in no way harmed Sir Flinn—”


            Johauna
jumped up. “Yes, but you didn’t help him, either! You let Auroch attack—”


            The
castellan swung around from his position at the window. “You are out of order,
Squire Menhir!” Sir Graybow shouted thickly. He pointed at Jo. “Sit down at
once, or remove yourself!”


            Stunned,
Jo sat down in her chair. She looked at Sir Graybow, and the blood drained from
her face. Jo turned to Braddoc for sympathy, but the dwarf only gave her a
warning shake of his head.


            The
castellan returned to the table and bowed formally to the baroness. “My
apologies, Your Ladyship, for the actions of my squire,” Sir Graybow said
gruffly. “I assure you, Squire Menhir’s outburst was the last you will ever
hear from her.”


            The
baroness stared at Sir Graybow and said icily, “And I assure you, Sir Graybow, that that is the last such outburst I shall
allow.” Arteris turned to Jo and stared pointedly at the young woman. Jo
swallowed hard.


            Sir
Graybow looked at the council members, then addressed the baroness, “Your
Ladyship, determination of Master Brisbois’s fate is something we may postpone.
The death of our castle’s magic is not.” The castellan bowed slightly and took
his chair.


            Arteris looked at Brisbois, who was
swaying noticeably now. She pursed her lips, then
gestured for a guard to give the man a chair. When Brisbois sat down, Arteris
said, “Your involvement with both Verdilith and Teryl Auroch, your conspiracy
against Sir Flinn and the principles of the Order of the Three Suns—these
transgressions alone give us reason to suspect you in the plot that has
destroyed our magic.”


            “I
know nothing of this!” protested Brisbois. The council looked at him, as the words
rang hollowly through the room. Brisbois said nothing more, and Arteris
continued.


            “Only
a few of our mages have any spells or powers left to them, and virtually none
of our enchanted items work.” The baroness paused and
steepled her fingers. “Master Brisbois, to put it plainly, we suspect
you of conspiring with Teryl Auroch in the destruction of our magic. How say
you?”


            Brisbois
blanched. “I am innocent, Your Ladyship.” His voice rang with sincerity, though
Jo was hard pressed to believe him. You re guilty of other things anyway, and
they will be exposed, she thought.


            “You
still haven’t addressed the castellan’s question. Do you know where Auroch has
been the last several weeks, and do you know where he is now?” Arteris asked
coolly.


            “As
I said, Auroch was in Specularum and then traveled north along the Duke’s Road.
He was in Kelvin as recently as yesternight—” Brisbois said slowly.


            “Excuse
me,” Sir Graybow cut in. “Did you actually see Auroch in Kelvin, Master
Brisbois? Might he have sent you the note from elsewhere?”


            Brisbois
blinked. One eye had completely closed over, and his bruises had darkened to
deep purple. “You are correct, Sir Graybow,” he said after a moment. “I did not
actually see Auroch in Kelvin. 1 only assumed he passed through Kelvin because
of the note and because he had been traveling north.” He turned to the
baroness. “To my knowledge, Auroch has not been in Penhaligon at all since he
attacked Sir Flinn.” Brisbois shook his head. “That is not to say that he
didn’t have the time or the magical means to travel to the casde.”


            “Do
you know where the mage is now,
Master Brisbois?” the baroness repeated testily.


            “No,
Your Ladyship, I do not,” Brisbois replied slowly. “I last saw him on the
Duke’s Road just south of Kelvin. I assumed he entered the town there.”
Brisbois sighed and then said, “What makes you think Auroch is responsible for
the failure of your magic? Isn’t it possible that Verdilith has done this to
you?”


            “It
is one and the same,” Sir Graybow said. “Haven’t you heard? After Sir Flinn
died in single-handed combat with the dragon, a detachment from the castle
engaged Verdilith in his lair. The dragon escaped with the aid of Auroch.”


            Brisbois
nodded impatiently. “Yes, I have heard the tale! Every inn is abuzz with the
story of Flinn’s life. Why, some of the minstrels claim Flinn the Mighty is not
dead, but being transformed into an Immortal.”


            Jo
caught her breath; her hand rose, but Braddoc grabbed it and shook his head at
her. Jo held her peace and listened avidly to the knight.


            “.
. . an unlikely event,” Brisbois was saying,
“considering the difficulties involved.”


            “Though
if any man in known history could have become an Immortal,” Sir Graybow
interrupted, “it would have been Sir Flinn.” The castellan’s expression was
grim.


            “Er, yes, Sir Graybow,” Brisbois
said hastily. “My point is that the minstrels will tell any tale, and so I
hadn’t believed their reports of Auroch and Verdilith together again,
especially since the mage seemed so preoccupied with killing me.”


            One
of the doors to the council room opened to admit a guard. He coughed politely,
but, before he could speak, an old woman pushed forcibly past him. Following
her was a young boy. Karleah and Dayin! Johauna thought. She almost rose but
remembered her place just in time.


            The
guard would not be outdone, however. He stepped before the intruders and
announced to the baroness, “Your Ladyship, the wizardess Karleah Kunzay and her
apprentice request—”


            “I
didn’t ‘request’ anything. I demanded,” Karleah interrupted the guard and
stepped around him. Arteris made a dismissing gesture, and the guard returned
through the door to his post outside. Karleah stepped forward, Dayin by her
side. He cast Jo and Braddoc a quick smile.


            “To
what do we owe the meaning of this intrusion, crone?” Arteris asked. Her voice
was colder than it had ever been to either Brisbois or Jo. “I should have you
thrown out, but I am assuming this is important.” Arteris arched her brows
haughtily.


            “Where
is the box?” Karleah demanded. The wiz- ardess’s lanky gray hair seemed to
stand on end.


            “What
box?” Arteris asked angrily.


            Braddoc
jumped to his feet and stood beside Karleah. “Your Ladyship,” he said, his eyes suddenly wide with alarm. “I know the box of
which Karleah speaks: the iron box I took from Verdilith’s lair!” Jo stood and
joined her friends. She noticed Sir Graybow’s eyes and pursed her lips. Her
friends were more important than protocol.


            “Its the
key to this magical conundrum,” the old crone supplied.


            Arteris
turned on the mages, who had been silent all along. “Master Keller,” she said
to the youngest, “did you not tell me that this . . . box was simply a puzzle
box, an item definitely not magical?”


            The
mage stood and stared from Karleah to Arteris. He stammered, “Y-yes, Your
Ladyship, I did.”


            “You
fool!” Karleah shrieked. She threw up her bony hands and advanced on the mage.
“Don’t you know? The box is what’s drained away all your castle’s magic, and much of mine!”


            The
young man’s face blanched. “I—I didn’t know,” he stuttered.


            “That
box must be hidden far, far away,” Karleah said in a voice deadly serious.
“That box must be dropped in the deepest gorge, the farthest sea, whatever! It
must be removed from all sources of magic immediately.r
She gave the mage a push with her oaken staff. “Go, get the box. Give it to
Braddoc, that unmagical dwarf who brought it here in the first place. He should
take it away.”


            The
young man was shaking so badly he almost fell over on top of Karleah. “I—I—I
can’t, old crone,” he said fearfully. “I can’t get the box!”


            “What!”
Karleah shrieked. Never before had Jo seen the old wizardess more upset. Why,
it’s almost as if Karleah’s terrified, Jo thought suddenly. Can the box really
be that powerful? “What have you done with it, fool?” Karleah roared. She
raised her staff.


            The
oldest mage, Aranth, stepped forward and pulled young Keller away. He, too, was
shaking, but he said with some semblance of calm, “The puzzle box was a
disruption to my mages—they were fiddling about, trying to open it when they
should have been working on restoring the castle s magic. I sent it away so we
could get back to work.”


            “Sent
it where?” Karleah asked, breathlessly.


            “To
a cousin of mine,” Aranth said. “He loves such puzzles, as do all those wizards
up there in Armstead.”


            Karleah’^
face turned white, and Jo swore some of the womans hair did, too. “You . . .
you sent the box to . . . to Armstead?” Karleah whispered. “You sent the box to
the most . . . magic-filled place in the country . . . ?”


            Karleah
s eyes rolled back in her head, and she crumpled.


            “Karleah!” Dayin shouted as he knelt next to the wizardess’s
fallen form. Jo knelt, too, and lifted Karleah’s head onto her lap. Jo looked
up at Sir Graybow, but the castellan was speaking in Arteris s ear.


            “Karleah! Karleah!” Jo whispered as
she stroked the old womans lined face, marveling at the deep seams.


            The
baroness’s voice rang out authoritatively, “Council members,
please leave. This is a matter I would discuss with the mages. Guards, take
Master Brisbois to the dungeons. Sir Graybow, attend the wizardess and her
companions.”


            Madam
Astwood eyed the baroness sulkily. “Your Ladyship, it
is inappropriate to make decisions concerning the Estate of Penhaligon without
our counsel and knowledge.”


            Arteris
fixed her icy gaze on the mistress of etiquette. “In times of dire threat,
security must come before freedom of knowledge,” the baroness said. She
continued in a voice loud enough to carry to all the council members, some of
whom were already at the door. “And should word of this leak out to anyone—anyone, mind you—I shall personally see
that each and every one of you is removed from the council .”
The council members cast quick glances at each other, then
slowly filed out of the room.


            The
two guards had Brisbois by his arms when the knight called out, “Baroness!
Please, I would remain!”


            Arteris
hesitated, then looked at the castellan. Sir Graybow
rubbed his chin, then shook his head. “No,” the
castellan said, “I cannot permit it. The security of the casde is my affair. If
either Auroch or Verdilith is the cause of our troubles, Brisbois might reveal
our plans.” Sir Graybow gestured for the guards to take Brisbois away. The man
left without another word.


            Jo
and Dayin watched with trepidation as Karleah slowly recovered from her swoon.
Out of the corner of her eye, Jo noticed that the majority of the council
members had filed out of the room at a gesture from Sir Graybow.


            “What
. . . what happened?” Karleah muttered.


            Jo
and Dayin helped her rise. They settled her on a chair. The baroness and Sir
Graybow stood nearby, expressions of concern filling their faces. The three
mages tried to look equally interested in the old woman’s welfare, but were
obviously anxious about their own. Karleah looked back and forth between Sir
Graybow and Arteris. “Sending that thing to Armstead, indeed!” she spat. “Whose
pea-brained idea was that?”


            The
castellan looked to the three huddled magicians, then turned to Arteris and
whispered, “I know you wanted to discuss the matter with your magely advisors,
My Lady, but I think we should dismiss them as well. Each is as suspect in this
plot as Master Brisbois.”


            The
baroness gave each of the sorcerers a penetrating gaze, and Jo suspected that
this gaze had been used to elicit the truth from lesser men many times before.
After a moment, Arteris pursed her lips and nodded to herself. She turned to
Karleah and said, “I cannot suspect everyone, Sir Graybow. I think these mages
are more bunglers than traitors. Let them stay.”


            The
insult notwithstanding, the mages seemed to ease a bit.


            “As
you wish,” Sir Graybow said, then turned to the mages.
“When did you send the box?”


            Aranth
answered, “It left with four guards almost a week ago. They should be in
Armstead any day now. Are you saying that this—thing, will destroy the magic
there as well?”


            Karleah
pursed her lips and sucked in her cheeks. Her face was suddenly gaunt and
strained with fatigue. “Yes.” She bowed her head and nodded gravely. “But I
don’t think the box simply drains magical energy: otherwise, why would
Verdilith have kept it in his lair? The dragon obviously had the box for a
reason—and he must have let us steal it for a reason,
too. It must have another purpose.”


            “Perhaps
it needs to gather a certain amount of power before it can fulfill its true
purpose,” Aranth suggested tentatively. “If the box arrives in Armstead, it may
gather enough magical energy to ... to destroy all of Penhaligon.”


            “If
Verdilith and Auroch created it,” Karleah finished, “I would agree.”


            The
baroness made a slight noise, and Sir Graybow put his hand on the womans
shoulder. Arteris leaned toward the castellan minutely,
the first time Jo had ever seen the woman display any weakness. “What can be
done?” Arteris asked quietly.


            “Surely
we can prevent this catastrophe,” Sir Graybow said to Karleah. “Treacherous
sorcery has never yet defeated the Quadrivial.” His gruff voice rang in the
room, and Jo felt suddenly heartened.


            Karleah
shrugged. “We can intercept the box, I suppose,” she said slowly. “Perhaps your
guards are slow, or have met with disaster.”


            Sir
Graybow nodded, then helped the baroness to her chair and sat next to her. Jo
and the others sat down as well.


            “This
is what we will do,” the castellan began, his deep voice reassuring and
authoritative. “Squire Menhir,” he said formally, “by virtue of your prompt
return of Master Brisbois, your proven rapport with Karleah, who knows most
about the box, and the fact that I am surer of your motives than of any other
knights and squires at this point, I send you after this box. You must stop its
arrival at Armstead any way you can ”


            The
baroness looked askance at her castellan and said, “I’m sorry, Sir Graybow, but
I believe that one of the more experienced knights should be given this task.”


            “Normally,
that would be true, My Lady, but there is one overriding reason for my choice.
Squire Menhir has something no other knight possesses.”


            “And
that is?”


            “Wyrmblight. If the dragon Verdilith is involved in these
events, the sword forged to slay him must go along.”


            “But
she is only a squire.”


            “I
will send her in the company of Master Briarblood, a fighter equal to even our
most experienced knights.” Sir Graybow looked at the dwarf, who nodded his head
slightly. “And Karleah Kunzay will go as well, a mage who exceeds our mages in
experience and intuition—as shown by her discovery of the box’s power.


            “In their initial assault on
Verdilith’s lair, Squire Menhir and her companions proved themselves more
effective than the full regiment of knights and mages we sent afterward. And,
given the problem of security, I would prefer to send a small, potent strike
force rather than a marching army.”


            “Do
you agree to go, Karleah Kunzay?” Arteris asked. The old wizardess rubbed her
chin for a moment. Then, looking at Jo, she said, “Aye, I’ll go, but on one
condition: that only one more person accompanies us, and I choose whom.”
Karleah turned to Sir Graybow and Arteris, who traded stunned looks.


            Graybow
peered at Karleah. “And who would that be?” Karleah grunted. “Master Brisbois.”


            Jo stood and cried, “What? Are you
crazy, Karleah? That man’s in league with Auroch—”


            Karleah
snapped, “Hush up, young lady. I’ve got more intuition in my little toenail than
you have in your whole carrot-topped head! Brisbois is innocent. He’s also the
only one who knows anything about Aurochs whereabouts and plans. He completes
the strike force. We’ve got our sword-bearer . . .” She looked at Jo,
Wyrmblight resting against the chair beside her. The crone’s gaze then shifted
to Braddoc. “We’ve got our warrior, our spell- flinger (and assistant),” she
continued, patting Dayin’s shoulder. “Now we need an information man, and
Brisbois is it.”


            “With
Brisbois in our camp, Auroch has a certain
chance of finding out what we’re up to!” Jo shouted. The castellan grabbed her
arm and flashed her a warning look. Jo reluctantly
took her seat. She crossed her arms.


            Arteris
spoke up. “It would seem that the disposition of Master Brisbois must be
addressed now, rather than later as we had hoped.” She paused and looked at Jo.
“The council had not quite come to a decision, and now other factors have
arisen that would further color their judgments.” The baroness steepled her
fingers again and set her gaze on Jo, who felt suddenly uncomfortable.


            “Squire Menhir, as heir to Sir Flinn
s blade, what would you have us do with Master Brisbois? Would you grant him
mercy ... or death.”


            Jo
stared at the baroness, her mouth suddenly dry. Her arms felt like lead, and
she let them come uncrossed. “Afy decision, Your Ladyship?” she asked,
breathless.


            The
baroness nodded. “Yes, squire. The decision is yours. Master Brisbois has
clearly betrayed his duty, not once but twice. The first time, Sir Flinn asked
that the man be spared, asked that Master Brisbois act as his bondsman for one
year, in hopes that he could be reformed. Sir Flinn s mercy, of course, went
astray.”


            “I
know all this,” whispered Jo.


            Arteris
nodded. “And now, Master Brisbois has betrayed his duty a second time, not
honoring his sworn word as bondsman,” the baroness said. She shook her head
sadly. “We have not determined if Brisbois joined Auroch willingly or was
indeed abducted by the mage. But, either way, he rendered to Sir Flinn none of
his service as bondsman. And, in a feeble attempt to return himself to our good
graces, Master Brisbois willfully misled the knighthood,” Arteris paused,
letting the point sink in. “By all rights,” Arteris continued slowly, “the man
deserves no further mercies. He is clearly without honor. He is possibly in
league with Auroch and Verdilith. And he may do us great harm. His execution
would be warranted, and I will sanction it with only a word from you to do so.”


            Sir
Graybow covered Jos hands with his own and said,


            “The choice is yours, Squire Menhir.
You are Sir Flinn’s former squire. Not only are his memory and his sword
entrusted to you, but his commitments are yours as well.” He paused and then
said, “As we all saw in the marketplace, the people of Penhaligon cheer your
mission of vengeance, whether I do or not. So, I leave the choice to you: mercy
or death.”


            “Mercy or death?” Jo muttered in bewilderment. Those two
words hammered at her soul. She wanted her revenge, now even more than in the
marketplace. During the council meeting, Brisbois had smoothly laid out excuse
after excuse, lie after lie, and Jo had grown only more angry.
He was not innocent. Brisbois had
defamed Flinn. Brisbois had burned Flinn’s home and befriended Flinn’s killer.
He had vowed his service as bondsman and then fled when Auroch had attacked. A
score of true offenses rose to the surface of Jo’s mind, accompanied by a
hundred imagined ones. And her anger deepened. The stone in her belt pouch
seemed to throb in sympathy with her hatred, and a voice in her head whispered,
Give him death, Johauna; for the sake of
Flinn\'7ds soul, give him death.


            But
Flinn had let the man live. The irony of the situation suddenly struck Jo:
Brisbois had dishonored Flinn by saying he had denied mercy to a foe on the
battlefield. The charge was not only false, but absurd. Flinn demonstrated his
mercy by granting a second chance to the very man who had falsely accused him.
It was Flinn’s mercy that had saved Brisbois, had let him keep his title, had
let him live.


            Jo
felt the anger in her begin to crack. For so long this grim vow of vengeance
had eclipsed her mind, eclipsed her being. And, in its deep shadow, Jo’s soul
had withered. Her single-minded quest to hunt down and kill the slayers of
Flinn seemed suddenly hollow, destroying rather than building her soul.


            It was making her more like
Brisbois, less like Flinn.


            No,
Jo told herself. True knights exhibit not only Honor,
Courage, Faith, and Glory. True knights also exhibit Mercy.


            “If
I am the heir to Sir Flinn’s estate as well as his commitments,” Jo said
clearly, “then I can only do as he would have done: I grant mercy to Sir
Brisbois.” Jo’s eyes glittered suddenly. “But Master Brisbois must fulfill his
sworn word as bondsman.”


            Conflicting
emotions flitted across the castellan’s face, and Jo wondered just what the man
was thinking. Finally, he turned to Arteris and said, “If you so approve, Your
Ladyship.”


            The
baroness gave a slight nod.


            Karleah
caught Jo’s eyes and said, “Looks like we’d better get that man out of the
dungeons, then. We’ve a box to find.”


            Jo
nodded slowly, her heart pounding in her chest. A niggling voice in her mind
told her she had made the wrong choice, and for the wrong reasons.


 












          Chapter XI


 


 


              wish I could go with you, Jo," Sir Graybow said as he gave
Jo a leg up into her horse’s saddle. He looked up at the squire and then clasped
her wrist in farewell.


            Jo smiled sincerely, peering
into the man's eyes. "I wish you could, too," Jo whispered.

            Sir
Graybow smiled wryly. “Duty calls.” The skin around his light blue eyes
wrinkled a litde.


            The
young woman nodded. “Duty is important. And I know that your first loyalty must
be to the castle.” Jo shook her head, her gray eyes intent. “You have given me
things that no one else could. For that, you have my loyalty, and I will try my best not to fail you.”


            “That’s
all I can ask, Johauna,” Sir Graybow said, looking down the road. “You do know which way to go now, don’t you?”
he asked teasingly.


            “Oh, aye!” Jo responded with a laugh. “You only kept us up
the better part of the night memorizing your maps!” The castellan’s questioning
gaze didn’t soften. Shaking her head, Jo recited, “Head due northwest through
the


            Wulfholdes and enter the Altan Tepes Mountains. From there head north by
northwest until we reach the end of the Altan Tepes and the Black Peaks take over. Follow the trail to Armstead.” She looked
down at the castellan. “How’d I do?”


            Sir
Graybow nodded. “Fine, Jo, fine.” The man frowned. “Its
been years since I’ve seen the Black Peaks, and a more treacherous mountain range I’ve
never found. There aren’t any villages along the way, not even hamlets where
you can get a night’s respite.”


            “I
know,” Jo responded. “We have Fernlover and one other mule to carry our
supplies, and spring has come to the land. We’re strong enough. We’ll find the
box, hopefully before it arrives in Armstead.”


            Sir
Graybow nodded. “That’s unlikely, Jo, but not as farfetched as we had at first
thought. I sent messenger pigeons to a few knights on reconnaissance along the
Duke’s Road south of Kelvin, telling them to ride west to Rifllian and north to
Verge and Threshold. Perhaps they’ll arrive in Threshold before the box does.”


            “Should
we try to meet them in Threshold?” Jo asked steadily.


            Sir
Graybow shook his head. “No, continue on through the village, heading straight
northwest until you reach Armstead, then backtrack along the trail to intercept
the box.”


            “Right,”
Jo said lightly. “If that’s all, then, we’ll be on our way. We’ve a good hour
or two before sunrise, and we can be well out of Penhaligon territory by then.”
She paused and then added, “Have you any last words of wisdom?”


            The
castellan smiled, his second chin wobbling slightly. “Yes, but only this: have
faith in yourself. I do.” He stepped away from Jo’s horse. “That’s all I can
ask, and that’s all I want.” Sir Graybow held up his hand, and a guard opened
the wide doors to let Jo’s party out through one of the secondary exits.


            Jo’s
throat constricted, and she could only nod one last
time to the castellan. Then she touched her heels to Carsig’s flanks. The big
gelding leaped forward, his metal-shod hooves ringing on the cobblestone
pavement. Behind Jo rode Karleah on a mare every bit as gray as the wizardess
herself. Dayin followed after, again on one of Braddoc’s long-legged ponies.
Brisbois took up the next position. He’d protested upon seeing Jo’s mount, for
the gelding used to be his. Jo cut his complaint short. Brisbois was given the
choice between several sturdy horses, but, to everyone’s surprise, he’d picked
a stocky, short-coupled, piebald mare. She was an ugly thing, but Brisbois
insisted that she was what he wanted. He led a pack-laden mule, as did Braddoc.
The dwarf rode his jet pony, Onyx, and led Fernlover, the mule.


            The
seven animals cantered down the narrow road leading to one of Penhaligon’s
lesser gates. There were few people around at that early hour, and Jo was
sharply reminded of the last time she had made such an exit; Flinn had stopped
her to show her the rising sun split by the Craven Sisters. Jo now looked
eastward and saw the two pointed hills, but the sun was not yet ready to rise.
Another time, she thought. Another time to see again the
beautiful split sun that gives the casde its name.


            Jo
turned Carsig north along the Duke’s Road and gave the gelding free rein. He
broke into a long, loping canter, a pace that could eat the miles away while
the terrain remained smooth.


            There
was no suitable ford for miles around, and Jo wasn’t about to travel southward
to the nearest one at Kelvin. No, they’d try crossing a few miles north of
Penhaligon wThere the River Hillfollowr widened out. Sir
Graybow suggested the route, though he cautioned Jo. The spring rains were
likely to have swollen the river’s banks, and the current might be too strong.
But they had to cross the Hillfollow somehow.


            The
chill darkness of early dawn gave way to warmth as the sun rose. Thankfully,
the sky revealed no clouds. A flock of birds, cackling noisily, rose from
nearby trees as Carsig clattered by. Startled, Jo heard a similar cry from
behind her. She turned in her saddle to look at Karleah. The old wizardess was
intent on the departing birds, and every now and then she opened her mouth and
cackled in an excellent imitation. Jo smiled and turned her attention back to
the road ahead. She shook her head and thought, Karleah is a funny, strange
woman, but I’m glad to count her as a friend.


            Jo
glanced behind her again, checking on her comrades. A few lengths separated
each person, just as she had instructed. Once again Sir Graybow7 s
warning about bandits attacking travelers echoed through Jo’s mind. Not unlike
the gangs infesting Specularum. Jo thought and shuddered. She’d had enough of
gangs to last a lifetime.


            The
fair weather and easy road made for excellent progress. It was only midmorning
wThen Jo turned off the road and headed due west, toward the river
ford. It’s a good thing Sir Graybow made me memorize so much of the map, Jo
thought as she urged Carsig through the spring undergrowth. I would have passed
right by the three dead elms otherwise.


            Water
glistened just ahead. The land that sloped down to the river was not as flat as
it had been around the Hillfollow when Jo and Braddoc had traveled south to
Kelvin. Knotted roots and grassy hillocks stood in thick clumps along the
ground.


            Approaching
the bank, Carsig slipped on the soft spring soil, the earth saturated with rain
and wet leaves. Jo gripped the reins firmly, giving the gelding just enough
leather to recover. When he regained his footing, Jo pulled him to a stop. She
turned around and yelled back to Karleah, who was following at some distance,
“Karleah! Dismount; the ways not safe. Pass it on!”


            Jo
lightly jumped off Carsig, her own booted feet slipping as she landed on the
slick earth. She grabbed her saddle to keep from falling, while her feet
shuffled underneath her. Carsig turned his head to look at the squire and
nickered at her. “Yes, yes, I hear you,” Jo responded aloud. She held out her
hand and added, “I’m off, aren’t I?” Carsig nibbled her fingers, and then
wheezed in disgust when he found no treat. Jo fished a carrot from her pocket
and said, “All right, all right!” The gelding turned his head back to Jo and
then delicately took the proffered carrot.


            “What’s
it like ahead, Jo?” Karleah asked as she led her gray mare down the narrow path
Carsig had taken.


            “Not
so good,” the squire responded. Jo grabbed the gelding’s reins and started to
walk. The water lay less than a hundred yards away, but getting there was going
to take some doing. The trees here—mostly willow and cottonwood—grew thick and
tangled along the riverbank. Roots twisted above the soil line, and Jo saw
signs of high water having flooded the land in the past. She led the big
gelding down the straightest and safest path between the trees. She took care
to get out of Carsig’s way whenever the horse slipped. Johauna had been stepped
on by a horse once at the hostler’s, and the experience was not one she would
willingly repeat.


            Jo panted with her exertions. The
sun was hot and high in the sky, and the spring leaves on the willows didn’t
entirely filter it away. Occasionally Jo had to struggle to keep her own
footing, and sometimes she had to force the gelding down the route she had
chosen. They drew closer to the water.


            In
front of them lay a wide depression, and just beyond it a border of marshy
river plants. Jo looked behind her and saw that the others wrere
slowly winding their wav down the embankment. She called back to Karleah and
pointed to the depression, “Let’s hold up there, Karleah, and wait for the
others. There’s enough room to meet up and plan our crossing.” Jo stepped
forward, guiding Carsig carefully over the tangled roots of a willow.


            A
layer of old leaves covered the ground beyond. Overhead arched tree boughs with
dark, wet bark and long, probing branches. Sunlight streamed into the large
open space and invited Jo forward. She and Carsig took a few steps into the
depression.


            They
sank immediately to their knees.


            Jo
looked down in dismay. “Oh, well,” she murmured. “Live and learn, Carsig. Come
on, we’ll turn around and get out of this mess.” She clucked her tongue and
pulled on Carsig’s rein, then tried to lift her leg to turn around. She
couldn’t. The shiny black mud beneath the deceptive layers of leaves held her
legs firmly. Jo locked her hands behind one knee and lifted. Slowly, her leg
pulled free from the mud encasing it. With a final schlupp! her leg came loose and Jo had the
good sense to not set it down. She leaned against Carsig for support, and the
gelding responded with a snort.


            Karleah
stopped on the edge of the sinkhole and cackled.


            “You’re in a situation, if I may say
so,” she chortled.


            “You may, and you did,” Jo answered
with pretended frost. “Now help me out of here before I sink any deeper!”
Karleah found some short pieces of old fallen wood she could dislodge and
carry. She brought them to the sinkhole and threw them toward Jo. The squire
caught the wet logs one by one and grimaced as a spray of mud and sow- bugs hit
her in the face. “Thanks, Karleah,” she said wryly as she began arranging a
platform to stand on.


            Tentatively
Jo put her loose, mud-caked leg on the platform. She shifted her weight and was
pleased to see that, though the logs sank slightly, they looked as if they’d
hold her up. “Okay,” Jo muttered to herself while Karleah collected more wood
for another step. “Brace yourself. You need to do this right the first time.”


            Jo
pushed off Carsig, at the same time shifting her weight heavily forward onto
the platform. With the same reluctant noises coming from the ground as before,
Jo withdrew her leg. She stood on the platform and panted, caked with mud. A
stray sowbug climbed onto her waist, and she flicked it away.


            “I
take it a city girl like you isn’t aware of sinkholes,” a voice rang out.


            Jo
look up, flustered. The words had come from Brisbois,
still mounted on his piebald mare. The man’s voice made Jo’s teeth grate. Jo
caught the wood Karleah threw to her and prepared for her next step before she
spoke. “That’s enough, Karleah,” Jo said, then turned to Brisbois. She looked
directly into his insolent eyes. “I’ll thank you, Sir Brisbois, to kindly turn
your attentions elsewhere.” “Such as to helping your horse escape your . . . miscalculation?” Brisbois quipped. He turned and
smiled at Braddoc and Dayin as the two rode up.


            Jo chose to ignore his comment.
Gathering herself, she leaped to the next platform. She slipped and almost lost
her balance as one log sank beneath her foot. She took the next jump
immediately, landed at the edge of the sinkhole, and scrambled upward onto
safer ground. She spun around and sat on the wet ground. Carsig turned his
head, looked at her, and nickered in distress.


            “I
know, Carsig, I know,” Jo told the gelding while she caught her breath. “We’ll
get you out somehow.” With a nearby stick Jo began scraping the layer of mud
off her legs. The river will wash this off, thankfully, Jo said to herself,


            “How
are we going to get Carsig loose?” Dayin asked. “I think he’s sinking.”


            Jo
stared at the gelding. Sure enough, the horse seemed to have sunk. “Carsig!”
she called. The animal turned his head toward his mistress and whickered.


            Braddoc
pulled two ropes off Fernlover’s pack and handed one to Brisbois. Quickly the
two men began tying them into lariats. They slowly twirled the ropes overhead
and threw them at Carsig’s neck. Brisbois missed, but Braddoc’s toss landed on
target. Carsig groaned indignantly. At Jo’s congratulatory smile, Braddoc
smiled and said, “Comes from years of practice at rounding up ponies.” Brisbois
snorted and threw his rope again; this time it caught. Jo averted her eyes from
the knight and said nothing.


            The
man and dwarf pulled in tandem while Jo called coaxingly to Carsig. The ropes
tightened around the gelding’s neck, and the horse whinnied fearfully. Carsig’s
roan haunches rippled with effort as he struggled to move in the quagmire. On
the bank, Braddoc and Brisbois strained against the ropes, but not enough to
hurt the horse’s neck.


            “Come on, Carsig! Come on, boy, you
can do it!” Jo shouted. She held out the stubble of a carrot; beside her, Dayin
waved some succulent grasses. Carsig heaved once more, his back arching as if
trying to buck away from the clawing mud. For a moment it looked as if the
gelding would pull free; his front hooves surfaced to the sounds of wet mud
smacking. Jo cheered, and Braddoc and Brisbois strained harder against the
ropes.


            Carsig
twisted and turned, his hooves coming down in the mud. He tried frantically to
maintain his momentum, but his rear haunches would not move in the mire. The
gelding thrashed about, his front hooves clawing at the mud as he tried
desperately to free himself. Braddoc and Brisbois threw their weight farther
back and the ropes tightened about the horse’s neck, but even their combined
strength couldn’t budge the horse. Jo began to call out again, but the words
faltered. Her eyes were locked on the struggling horse, her ears hearing only
his throaty rattle as he tried to whinny. Carsig’s throat had grown raw from
rope burns as he threw his head forward and back.


            Stomping
over to the men, Jo threw her weight against the rope and cried, “Now!” It was
their last chance, Jo was sure. She, Braddoc, and Brisbois strained against the
rope, while the gelding screamed. He arched his back, churning the mud between
his hind legs. With a fierce kick, Carsig toppled sideways, his legs pulling
free. He thrashed his way through the mud and onto the firmer ground
surrounding the sinkhole. With a last, shuddering pull, Jo and the others
hauled the filthy, shaking horse out of the mud.


            Carsig
stood before Jo, his entire body quivering with fatigue and terror. After
assuring that the horse would not suddenly bolt, Jo removed the two ropes from
his neck and inspected the rope burns. The rope had dug deeply into the horses neck, but Carsig would recover. Next Jo inspected the
creature’s legs to see if he had pulled any muscles or torn any joints. Jo
breathed a sigh of relief. The Immortals must have been smiling on them: the
horse’s shivering legs were free of the knots of muscle that indicated a pull.


            Brisbois
rewound the ropes and sauntered over to Jo. He said without inflection, “It’s
good we were here to help you. I don’t think you’d have gotten Falar out
without us.”


            Jo’s
lips pursed. She said tightly, not bothering to look up at the tall knight as
she checked the gelding’s last leg, “His name now is Carsig.” Carsig was the name
of the hostler she had worked for in Specularum, a harsh and serious man, but
one who knew horses—and had gained Jo’s respect because of it. But, truth be
told, she had named the horse after him not only to honor her former employer,
but also so that she could order “Master” Carsig about. Johauna bit her lip and
then added, “And I never would have gone into the sinkhole if I had been
traveling alone.”


            Brisbois
snorted and turned back to his own horse. Karleah and Dayin stood nearby, the
boy supporting the old woman. Jo stood and looked at the wizardess. Karleah s
face was pale and strained with fatigue, and she held one arm close to her
side.


            “Karleah
. . . ?” Jo began.


            The
crone held up a hand and shook her head. “I’ll be all right. I’m just not used
to witnessing such trials of nature anymore,” Karleah said wryly. She threw a
quick glance at Dayin and added, “Though I don’t mind a good rabbit hunt now
and again ” She and the boy broke into laughter, and
Jo smiled in return, though she didn’t know why they were laughing.


            Jo grabbed Carsig’s reins and said,
“The river’s just beyond those trees. I think Carsig
can make it. We’ll ford the river and see how much farther we can get tonight.”
Jo paused and added thoughtfully, meeting the eyes of everyone but Brisbois,
“It’s up to us to stop that box from reaching Armstead, my friends.”


            The
squire turned and led Carsig the remaining distance to the river, and the
others fell in behind her. They were approaching the marsh edge, where the
ground sloped farther to the river. As they moved forward, wading into the
water, cattails and saw grass snapped and bit at them, cutting their legs.
Hillocks of grass rose up from the murky water, which grew progressively
deeper. Jo grimaced. The water was up to her waist already, and still the river
was a long stone’s throw ahead. The expanse of marsh they were traversing had
seemed such a short distance before they entered it. Jo looked ahead, trying to
ignore the increasing grumbles of discontent behind her. Sunlight twinkled
brightly off the water and almost blinded her. In the midst of the shimmering
rays, though, Jo could see a sudden cloud of darkness rise up from the water.


            Jo’s
eyes grew wide as she watched the cloud lift from the water and move with
frightening speed toward her. “Mosquitoes!” she shouted, only moments before
the horde descended on her and Carsig.


            The
air turned to night. Jo swatted left and right, splashing water on herself and the gelding; the insects stung and bit at Jo’s
exposed skin and even through her clothing. She flung about furiously, trying
to shake the stinging beasts. Beside her, Carsig flung his head back and forth
and swung his tail. His sharp teeth snapped at the insects biting his hide.


            “Jo! Jo!” Someone reached through the
curtain of insects.


            “Jo!”
It was Karleah, behind her in the marsh. Jo swatted her tormentors and looked
toward the old wizardess. She was waving her hands forward. “Go, go! The rivers
slow enough! Keep moving!”


            The
squire grabbed Carsig’s reins and threw an arm over her face, then stepped
forward. All around her buzzed the mosquitoes, stinging her ears, crawling
through her hair, and biting her lips and eyelids. Jo couldn’t take it any
more. She bolted forward and began a sort of swimming stroke by using the saw
grass and cattails to pull herself along. Carsig,
beside her, was floundering, but the gelding had the same intention as Jo.


            Jo
saw that only three more hillocks of saw grass stood between her and the open
river, and the sky above her lightened as she reached the edge of the mosquito
swarm. Jo floundered a few more steps, then caught the
side of her saddle. With supreme effort, she hauled herself up out of the water
and into the saddle. Carsig struck out in a slow paddle across the wide, smooth
waters.


            Jo
called back to Karleah, who was just entering the river on her gray mare, “Keep
going! The river’s clear!” She looked ahead of her at the w'ide expanse of
river. The waters here were sluggish, despite the spring rains, and by some
miracle, the insects were not following.


            Suddenly
Jo’s flesh crawled. The squire’s eyes grew wide with horror and disgust. Her
free hand crept beneath the hem of her chemise. She slid her hand along her
skin toward the faint, tickling sensation at her side. Her fingers touched
something soft and slimy, and she jerked them away reflexively Steeling herself, Jo reached back into her clothing and
pulled loose a six-inch-long leech before it could firmly latch onto her.


            Shuddering deeply, Jo threw the
thing as far downstream as she could. She heard the leech land with a plop, and an instant later another gulp announced that a fish had found a
meal. Jo smiled in vengeful disgust. Then her smile turned to a painful scowl.
She felt a second leech, then a third, move inside her clothing. There was no
way she could remove them now, not in midriver. Jo shuddered again and lay
close to Carsig, seeking solace in the gelding’s strong back and trying
desperately to ignore the crawling of her skin.


            The
Hillfollow was bright and wide and slow. The big gelding swam with sure
strokes, heading always for the opposite bank. Jo looked down at Carsig’s
surging forehooves and saw a leech streaming away from the horse’s side. She
wanted to pull the thing away immediately, but held back. The head would likely
detach and infest the horse. No, they’d have to wait until they reached the
shore before Jo could rid her and Carsig of the bloodsuckers.


            Jo
looked behind her. She smiled. Her comrades were spread out behind her like a
small flotilla. She waved encouragingly at Karleah, who didn’t return the
gesture. Jo didn’t blame her. They must think I’m pretty stupid, Jo thought, to
bring them across the river in such an awful place. Mud, stuck horse, saw
grass, mosquitoes, and now leeches! What next? Jo shook her head and turned her
attention back to the approaching shore.


            The
far side of the river sloped gently and was quite rocky. Past the band of rock,
the ground sloped steeply upward. A stand of trees lined the bank, giving way
to the rapidly rising Wulfholde hills.


            Carsig
struck bottom and gladly made for shore. When the creature reached shallow
water, Jo slid off the gelding and let him continue on his own. She ran behind
a tree and pulled off her clothes as quickly as possible, dropping them to the
rocky shore. The others were approaching, but she didn’t care. The leeches had
to come off. Modesty didn’t matter at a time like this.


            Jo
used her knife to flick off the leeches that hadn’t yet attached themselves to
her skin. She shuddered as she looked down at the six still remaining on her
body. Little tendrils of blood trickled out of the leeches’ mouths and spread
across her still-wet skin.


            Desperation
welling in her eyes, Jo turned to the rest of the party. They had already
landed, stripped, and begun plucking their own leeches. Jo picked up her knife
from the pile of clothes at her feet. Shuddering one last time, she began
digging the leeches off her body. If I die, I die, she thought fatalistically.
Better that than feed these bloodsuckers any more. Jo flicked the last one
away, stabbed it with her knife, then turned to her
clothing.


            Beside
the pile, a naked Brisbois stood looking at her. Jo felt herself flush with
embarrassment, then anger. She picked up her tunic and bridled at the
dishonored knight. Brisbois merely arched an eyebrow and then held out a small,
wet pouch. He said, “At least rub the salt in your wounds.” He turned on his
heel and walked over to his own pile of clothing. Jo caught herself looking at
the man’s blood-and-salt-pasted body and turned away. She pulled out a handful
of wet salt and rubbed her wounds, wincing. Jo inspected her clothing, found
five more leeches, which she destroyed, and then dressed.


            As
the others finished tending their leech bites, Jo hurried to Carsig. The
gelding’s head hung low, and spasms rippled across his hide. Quickly Jo applied
salt to the horse’s bloodsuckers; she crushed them beneath the heels of her
boots after they fell to the stony ground. She stroked Carsig’s velvety nose
and whispered, “Don’t give out on me, boy. I need you. We can’t stop now.” The
gelding pricked his ears, then began snuffling the
ground for edible grasses. Jo began tending the other animals.


            Nearly
half an hour passed before the leeches were all removed and wounds attended. Jo
squinted at the sun lowering in the west, then picked up Carsig’s rein from the
ground and turned to the others. “We’ve got a good three hours before
nightfall. Let’s head out.”


            Karleah
wrung out the hem of one sleeve and snapped, “I’m wet, I’m tired, and I don’t
want to go on any more today!” Her swollen lips were turned down in disgruntle-
ment. Jo looked at the others, wondering if she herself looked as bitten.


            Brisbois
shook his head and said, “I’m not budging, either.” He eyed Jo slyly from the
corner of his eyes. Be charitable, Jo thought. The man’s next words dispelled
her thoughts. “It’s obvious you don’t know what you’re doing out here,
particularly after you didn’t travel a few miles north to the better crossing
point.” Brisbois shrugged nonchalantly and sat down on a rock.


            Jo
stared at the man, wondering if he was telling the truth. She couldn’t let him
get a rise out of her, however, so she said calmly, “Be that as it may, we are
now across the Hillfollow. It’s time to be on the move again.”


            “We’re
wet, cold, and tired,” Brisbois snapped. His hazel eyes flashed at Jo. “And I
say we set up camp just up there on that hill.” The man gestured behind Jo.


            The
squire gritted her teeth. I can’t lose face! she thought
angrily. I can’t let Brisbois take over! In a tense tone, Jo said, “And I say
we move out—now.”


            She
locked eyes with Brisbois, and the man raised a sardonic eyebrow. Jo’s eyes
narrowed as she remembered that Flinn often used the same expression; on the
dishonored knight, the expression seemed almost blasphemous. Brisbois broke
gaze first. He turned to Braddoc and said with a smile, “Don’t you think we
should camp and rest, Braddoc? It doesn’t make any sense to get in a few more
hours of weary travel, does it?”


            The
dwarf looked at Jo for a moment, his expression inscrutable. Slowly he turned
his gaze to Brisbois, who smiled, then to Karleah and Dayin. The wizardess was
plainly out of sorts, and the boy was obviously upset by both Karleah’s condition
and the tension that had built in the group. Finally, Braddoc turned back to Jo
and said solidly, “I agree with Brisbois that it’s not the most sensible idea
to continue traveling today.” Braddoc paused, and Jo pursed her lips. She
seemed unable to turn away from the dwarf’s single-eyed gaze. “However,”
Braddoc continued, then nodded reassuringly, “you’re
in charge here, Jo. I stand by you.” The dwarf folded his arms across his chest
and splayed his stance.


            Jo
stared at her friend, and never had she felt more grateful for Braddoc’s
steadfast loyalty. She flicked her gray eyes toward the knight. All right,
Brisbois, she thought contemptuously. Make your next move.


            As
if he had read her thoughts, Brisbois arched his brow again and smiled smugly.
He turned to Karleah and Dayin and said, “And what do you two say?” His voice
was warm with honeyed tones. “Surely you’d rather set up camp and warm up?”


            Dayin
put his hand on Karleah’s arm, and the two looked at each other. Jo swore they
could communicate without words. Karleah turned to Brisbois and scowled, “Every
bone in my body, every muscle, agrees with you, Brisbois.” The old woman nodded
at Jo and then continued, “But I’m with Jo. Dayin, too.
You can stay here, for all we care ” As one, she and
Dayin turned toward their mounts.


            Jo
took a step toward Brisbois, who slowly rose. She looked the tall man in the
eye and said smoothly, “I’d rather you stayed behind, Brisbois, but you are my
bondsman, and Sir Graybow told you to accompany me.” Her face hardened, as did
her voice. “So mount up.”


            Jo
s eyes glittered. “We re going to Threshold and get that box before it gets to Armstead.”


 


            They
made camp that night on a rocky ridge that rose above the desolate Wulfholde
Hills. The stony crown of the ridge was rimmed by scrubby brush that would mask
a fire from travelers on the barrens. Jo was pleased: she knew she wouldn’t be
able to forestall a mutiny if she denied the others a fire tonight. Her
companions wearily tended their mounts, changed out of their damp clothes, and
lay down beside the meager fire Jo had built. Only Dayin and Brisbois bothered
with pulling any food from their ration packs before falling soundly asleep.


            By
the stillness of her companions, Jo assumed she had been chosen for first watch.
That suited her fine: it would give her a chance to contact Flinn through the
stone she had received. Making certain the animals were properly hobbled and
her companions fully asleep, Jo took a coal- tipped branch from the fire and
ascended to the top of the rocky knoll. She scanned the black hills around the
camp, looking for signs of the bandits rumored to roam these wastes. Nothing
was moving through the Wulfholdes that night, nothing but the wind in the
rugged grasses.


            The gem was already warm when Jo
pulled it from her belt pouch. It rarely cooled, and Jo drew comfort from its
heat, as though Flinn’s spirit were beside her, his hand resting gently on her
hip. Cradling the gem reverently in her palms Jo peered down into its deep,
glistening depths.


            “Flinn,
it has been so long,” she whispered, tears rising in her eyes. She dashed them
away with one hand and steeled her nerve, then lowered the gem toward the red-
hot embers. Waves of heat rose in the wan light of the coals, enfolding the gem
and stinging her fingertips.


            Then,
in the dim glow of the embers, a face began to form. Shadowy and indistinct,
the face might have been a trick of the light, a suggestion imposed on the
facets by her aching heart. Whether true or illusory, one thing was certain;
the face was Flinn’s.


            “Johauna,”
he seemed to say, his lips moving in the ghostly shades of the gem.


            “Oh,
Flinn,” Jo whispered, her voice cracking, the resolve to be strong fading from
her. “Oh, Flinn, I’ve missed you so.”


            “And
I have missed you, my love, Johauna,” the shade answered stiffly, his voice
faraway and sibilant.


            “I
did as you would have done, my love,” Johauna said. “I granted Brisbois mercy,
though every part of me cried out to kill him. I—”


            “You
still have my sword,” Flinn interrupted. “You still bear Wyrmblight in my
honor, do you not?”


            Jo
nodded, wiping tears from her eyes. “Yes, Flinn, yes I do.”


            “The
Great Green tried to destroy it once. Still he hungers to destroy it. I can
feel his hatred in this place of shadows.”


            “Yes,” Johauna said,
a nervous laugh on her lips. “But he couldn’t destroy it, Flinn. He can’t. I
knew he wouldn’t be able to. Wyrmblight bears your glory.”


            Flinn’s
face darkened, and for a frantic moment, Jo thought it might disappear in the
depths of the stone. She lowered the gem toward the embers, ignoring the
searing heat on her fingertips. The face brightened, and Flinn whispered again,
“Is the blade speaking to you, my dear?” “It is,” Jo replied with a tearful
smile. “It speaks often to me. It tells me to have faith.”


            A
steel-edged smile formed on Flinn’s face, and he nodded. “Ah, I see. Yes,
Johauna, have faith. Keep your faith in Wyrmblight.”


            “The
bards are singing of your glory, my love,” Johauna broke in, wanting to turn
the conversation from the sword. “They say you are becoming an Immortal. They
say you will be coming back to Penhaligon.”


            A
light seemed to dawn on Flinn’s face, and his smile deepened. “Yes, the bards
sing the truth. I am coming back, Johauna. I am coming back to you, to fight by
your side.”


            “When?” Jo asked, the word little
more than a breathless gasp on her lips. But the crystal was dark, and the
image was gone.


 












          Chapter XII


 


            After
camping for the night, the five riders reached Threshold midafternoon of the
next day. Braddoc’s pony, who had picked up a stone
that had badly bruised his hoof, was on the verge of exhaustion, and Carsig
still hadn’t recovered from the strain of escaping the sinkhole. The two mules
and Dayin’s pony also seemed weary. Only Karleah’s gray mare and Brisbois’s
piebald seemed still fresh. Jo realized she had misjudged Brisbois’s choice in
horseflesh; although the mare’s conformation left much to be desired, the paint
was a game creature.


            Jo
and the others approached Threshold from the east. They came down from the
Wulfholdes into the valley that housed the tiny village. Peasant farmers
stopped their tilling to stare at the strangers, and a
blacksmith at the edge of the town set down a red-hot horseshoe long enough to
study them. Jo nodded to a few people, only one of whom reluctantly nodded
back. Friendly group, she thought ironically. Hope it’s only because we re
coming in from the wrong side of town. Jo recalled the maps she’d been shown, then looked eastward; they were coming in on the western
branch of the Duke’s Road, which passed i through harsh, bandit-ridden
territory before arriving in Threshold. She was thankful they hadn’t
encountered any of the wasteland’s inhabitants.


            Though it had its own garrison, the
village was even smaller than Bywater. Six buildings composed the center of
town, and perhaps a dozen rough cottages surrounded the wooden buildings. Jo
saw two taverns—the Cock’s Crow and the Maiden’s Blush—and scowled. Two
drinking establishments for one tiny village meant only one thing: a town
divided. They’d have to be careful. Appear to side with one faction or the
other, and they’d likely get no help from either. Johauna Menhir shook her head
and turned Carsig toward the rundown stable. A sign, hanging by a single rusted
hook, displayed the place’s illegible title.


            Jo
dismounted, and the others behind her did the same. Brisbois tossed his reins
to Dayin and said, “I’m getting a drink, boy. Take care of my horse.” Jo
scowled as the man turned on his heel and began walking away.


            “Wait,
Brisbois!” Jo called out sternly. The knight did not pause, and Jo clenched her
fists. She raised her voice and said, “Bondsman! Attend me!” Jo’s unblinking
gaze apparently bored into the man’s back, for Brisbois hesitated, then stopped.
He raised his hands to his side and cocked his head. Jo wondered if she would
have to say anything more, but then the man slowly turned around. He shook his
head, a sour smile on his face.


            “Whatever
you say, MistressBrisbois said with a
sneer. He lowered his hands and walked back to the group. Dayin held out the
horse’s rein, and Brisbois snatched it from the boy.


            Jo’s
face hardened in response both to Brisbois’s words and to his callous treatment
of Dayin. She was about to rebuke the man, but the stable door behind her
opened. Jo turned around to see a slight, aged man standing halfway behind the
door. Only his balding head and his right arm were visible as he looked
inquiringly at the people before him. His pale, colorless eyes were magnified
by round lenses that balanced on his nose. Jo had seen glasses before, but
never this close. She was intrigued.


            Jo
cleared her throat and said, “Ah, good sir—” she gestured up at the sign “—I’m
sorry. I’m afraid I can’t make out your name.”


            The
man glanced up at the sign and spat tobacco juice from the corner of his mouth
before replying. “Sign says ‘Gelar,’ but that was the previous owner. Name’s
Hruddel. What can I do for you?” He blinked at Jo, and she was fascinated by
how his thin eyelids became wide when they fluttered behind the thick lenses of
his glasses.


            “We’d
like to lodge our horses for the night, if we may,” Jo began politely.


            Hruddel
looked at her yellow tunic suspiciously and then at the stained but
still-recognizable blue of Sir Brisbois’s. Hruddel turned back to Jo. “You
wouldn’t have anything to do with those four Penhaligon guards who were here
the other day, would you?” The hosder opened the door reluctantly, and Jo
smiled at him brightly as she murmured thanks.


            “Why, no, good sir. We aren’t connected with the people you
mentioned.” Jo looked suddenly concerned. “Did they do something wrong? Where
are they now? I will be sure to report them to the castellan!” Jo looked about
in pretended anger.


            Hruddel
shook his head and said quickly, “Oh, no, they’ve gone. Rest assured. They left
day before yesterday.” Hruddel continued speaking, voicing his displeasure over
the guards’ treatment of him and his stable girl, but Jo heard only “day before
yesterday.” How are we going to catch them in time? she
thought desperately.


            The
hostler turned to the others and began tending to the animals. Karleah came up
to Jo while the younger woman was lost in thought and said, “You couldn’t have
known the box was already gone, Jo. Besides, this is the path laid out for us
by Sir Graybow.”


            Jo
turned her frightened eyes to the wizardess. “But I should have known! You were right when you said I have no
intuition!” Johauna whispered.


            “I
was angry, you mean.” The old crone shook her head. “You did what you did; it
cannot be undone.”


            Though
Karleah and Jo had been talking quietly, the hostler’s ears were sharp. He
turned from the stall where he was putting Carsig and called out to Jo, “Did
you say something about a box? Those guards had a box. Strange
one, at that.”


            Jo
and Karleah exchanged glances, then Jo turned to
Hruddel and smiled. She moved closer to the short man. “These guards had a box,
you say?”


            Hruddel
looked down at the straw on the dirt floor and shifted nervously. Jo glanced at
Braddoc and Brisbois, who were both standing near the man, and jerked her head.
They took the hint and busied themselves by putting the rest of the animals
into their stalls. Jo walked closer to Hruddel, then
leaned over the stall door. She smiled softly at the man, who stared at her
from behind the thick lenses of his glasses. .


            “Hruddel,”
Jo asked frankly, “what do you know about the box?”


            Hruddel
responded by taking a step closer and leaning confidentially toward Jo.
“There’s something about that box that ain’t right,” he said, shaking his head
worriedly. “It swallows magic, that’s what.”


            “What’s that?” Karleah snapped. The
old woman flicked a glance at Jo as if to apologize for the interruption. Jo
shook her head faindy.


            Hruddel
looked at the old woman, his lips pressing into a line. “Karleah’s all right,”
the squire said.


            Hruddel
blinked as he nodded, then said to Karleah, “You know it swallows magic then, I
s’pose? When the guards held up that charm of the constable’s and it
disappeared, we were all amazed.”


            “Disappeared?”
Karleah said sharply. Her black eyes had drawn to thin slits.


            “Aye,
the guards waved the amulet over the box,” Hruddel said. His eyes widened in
remembered amazement. “And then the box opened up all on its own and swallowed the charm.”


            “Swallowed it? The box opened? Did
anything come out?” Jo asked in alarm.


            “Nothing—nothing
I never saw, anyway,” Hruddel answered. “The lid opened, and this purplish
light shone, and then the constable’s neck chain was gone. Just
like that.”


            Jo
was about to ask the hostler more questions, but Karleah touched the squire’s
arm and said, “Thank you, Hruddel. This seems a fine stable.” The old woman
pressed a golden coin into the man’s palm.


            Hruddel
pulled his forelock and nodded his thanks. He looked from Karleah to Jo and
then asked, “Will you be staying long, miss?”


            “No.
We’ll be off in the morning, Hruddel,” Jo responded. “Can you recommend a place
to stay?”


            “There’s
rooms to let over at the Maiden,” Hruddel answered. “Or old Keeper Grainger
lets people stay in her barn, if you’re short on gold. She’s a might on the
strange side, though.” Hruddel looked down at the coin in his hand, then he tested it between his teeth. When his teeth sunk
lightly into the soft metal, he pocketed the coin inside his waistband. Hruddel
nodded, well pleased.


            Jo,
thinking about the two taverns and the obvious feud in the town, decided on the
barn. They could handle an eccentric old biddy. Jo smothered a laugh. Isn’t
that what we do with Karleah? she thought. Besides,
that’ll save us some of Sir Graybow’s money. Jo set her hand on Hrud- del’s and
asked, “Why is she called ‘Keeper’?”


            Hruddel
shrugged and said, “No one knows why, leastways no one
I know. Her mother was called Keeper, and her mother before her. The Grainger
women have always been called Keeper.”


            Jo
nodded and then asked, “Can you point us the way to Keeper Grainger’s then? And
does this woman serve meals?”


            “She
will if you ask her to,” Hruddel answered. “She’s got the last place on the
north end of town, even past the garrison.”


            Jo
checked Wyrmblight’s fastenings, then grabbed her belongings and said to the
hostler, “Thank you, Hruddel. We’ll be by in the morning for our mounts. Oh,
and can you give a bran mash to the gelding and the one pony? They’ve had rough
going the past two days.”


            Hruddel’s
eyes gleamed suddenly. “It’d be my pleasure, miss. I’ll add a couple handfuls
of coarse salt, too, to put the spring back in their steps. The pair—and the
rest of the lot, too—will be fit as fiddles by tomorrow.”


            Jo
gave the man a satisfied nod, pleased that Hruddel had suggested the addition
of salt to the mash. The hostler knows his work, Jo thought. Carsig’ll be ready
to travel tomorrow. With the Black Peaks ahead of us, we all need a is night to rest. Johauna and
Karleah turned and left the h stable. Braddoc, Brisbois, and Dayin were waiting
for n them outside the bam door. The dwarf was standing alert, watching the few
townsfolk who walked by. Brisbois and d Dayin were using their toes to flick
stones in and out of a n circle one of them had scribed in the packed dirt, it Glancing at everyone, Jo said, “We
re going to stay at a is place called old Keeper Graingers. She’ll let us sleep
in her barn for a pittance and feed us a meal. Let’s go.” Jo started away from
the stable.


            Brisbois
stood slowly, planted his feet, and crossed his d arms. “I’m not going,” he said.
“I want a decent bed. A man just told us the Maiden’s Blush has beds for let.
I’m not going to sleep in a barn ” There was a mulish
pout y around his lips, which were partly disguised by the mouse tache and
goatee Brisbois was growing back. Jo was certain Brisbois had shaved them off
so he couldn’t be identified.


            Jo dropped her belongings. She
looked at Brisbois, then casually flicked loose one of the tabs holding
Wyrmblight in its harness. “Over my dead body,” she said insolently.


            Brisbois drew his sword and shouted,
“I can arrange that!” He advanced on Jo, rapidly closing the distance separating
them. Jo yanked Wyrmblight from the harness in one quick pull and shifted to a
crouching position.


            From
the corner of her eye, Jo saw Braddoc and Dayin racing between her and
Brisbois. Angrily she waved them it away and hissed, “Get back! This is between
him and if j me!” The two did not stop, however. Braddoc stood before Jo, and
Dayin put his hands on Brisbois’s chest. The knight stopped and stared at Jo,
his anger in check. Jo scowled.


            Karleah stepped forward and said
severely, “Stop it, you two! We’ve had enough. Now, just
who’s in charge here?” Karleah’s black eyes flashed at Jo.


            “I
am!” Jo said quickly, jerking her thumb at her chest. She stared at Brisbois,
but the knight only arched his brows in mockery.


            “Then
act like it!” Karleah snapped.


            Jo
stared at Karleah, suddenly chastised. I haven’t acted properly, have I? she thought. Oh, what would Flinn do? Jo glanced at
Brisbois, then at Braddoc and Dayin. She squared her shoulders and said firmly,
“Pick up your things. We’re going to Keeper Grainger’s.” Jo looked at Brisbois,
forcing nonchalance into her manner. She picked up her things and set off, only
just daring to listen to the footsteps falling into place behind her. Jo let
out her held breath when she heard Brisbois’s heavy tread join the others’.


            The
walk to Keeper Grainger’s was a short one. The group met no one along the way,
not even when they passed the little, walled garrison. A farmer from a distance
did stop to look at them, and Jo wondered why the town was so suspicious.


            She
turned up the walkway toward the last cottage on the north end of town. A rough
rock wall separated this property from the rest, and, on the well-tended lawn,
scattered patches of flowers were beginning to bloom. The house
itself, though small, was tidy and trim, as was the small barn Jo could
see in the background. She knocked on the pine-green door and wondered how much
help old Keeper Grainger employed. Keeper Grainger’s home was the most well-kept place Jo had seen here in Threshold.


            Braddoc,
Karleah, Dayin, and Brisbois gathered behind Jo just as the door opened. A
thin, long-limbed woman of indeterminate age stood there with a questioning
expression in her green eyes. Jo guessed that the woman’s age was closer to the
cradle than the deathbed.


            Her
eyes are the color of those limes I saw at the market, Jo thought, recalling
seeing the strange tropical fruit once at Specularum. It was a cool, clear
color, like that of a depthless pool. Could this woman really be the one she
was looking for? Jo shook her head and said tentatively, “Ah . . . Keeper
Grainger?”


            The
woman smiled and nodded. “Yes. Is there something I can do for you?” Her pale
eyes lingered on Jo, and her thin nostrils flared slightly. A shadow crossed
the womans face, then she quickly looked at the
others.


            Brisbois
pushed forward, a dazzling smile on his face. Brisbois’s eyes never left Keeper
Grainger s as he took her hand and bowed low over it. “How do—”


            Jo
cut in. “We were told you rent out your barn?” She laid her hand warningly on
Brisbois. Brisbois pulled back and said nothing.


            Keeper
Grainger cast a lingering, inquiring look at Sir Brisbois before turning back
to Johauna. “Yes,” she said simply, “but I do not use it to stable animals.”


            Jo
shook her head. “We’ve already stabled our mounts over at Hruddel’s,” she said.
“He recommended your place to us.”


            Keeper
Grainger raised one brow. “Hruddel recommended my place?” she asked coolly. Her
pale eyelids fluttered half closed.


            Jo
said, “It would only be for one night, please. We’d be willing to pay, too, for
a meal tonight and something for the morning. We’re leaving at first light.”


            Keeper
Grainger looked at Jo, then nodded and said, “I’ll let you stay the night, and
I’ll have a meal for you in an hour or so. But that'll be—” she looked over
jo’s group quickly “—four goldens for all. I’ll send you off in the morning
with a full belly and something for your pockets, too. Fair?” Keeper Grainger’s
pale green eyes stared unblinkingly at Jo.


            The
squire nodded. “Aye, more than fair,” Jo answered. Johauna took out the four
goldens and pressed the coins into Keeper Grainger’s palm.


            “Thank
you,” Keeper Grainger said quietly, then hesitated.
“May I know your names?” Her pale eyes flitted over the group and lingered on
Brisbois again.


            “I’m
Squire—” Jo began, then stopped as Karleah’s bony
fingers clenched on the young woman’s arm.


            “I
think it’s best we remain anonymous travelers,
Keeper,” Karleah interjected. Jo looked at the old wizardess and saw that she
wore a carefully blank expression. Am I missing something? Jo asked herself,
though she found she suddenly felt Karleah was right.


            Keeper
Grainger nodded her head. Jo felt compelled to reach out and grasp the woman’s
hand, but Karleah’s fingers tightened. Jo restrained herself.


            “Of course. As you wish,” Keeper Grainger said a moment
later. “Please, let me show you the way to the barn. It’s quite warm and
comfortable, for I haven’t used it to stable animals in many a year.” She
closed the door to her cottage and picked up two lanterns resting on a nearby
stone. With slow, deliberate steps, Keeper Grainger led the way past her house
and to the barn behind the cottage.


            Jo
glanced over at Brisbois, who seemed almost enchanted by their new host. Jo
realized that she also felt an odd attraction to the alluring woman. Watching
her carefully, jo tried to analyze what made the
Keeper so compelling. She was physically intriguing, her tall, solid frame
giving the impression of inner strength. Her face, too, bespoke
strength—and beauty. Jo continued to study their host as the woman led
the way to the one-story barn. Every move she made was filled with such fluid
grace that jo felt instantly clumsy.


            As though in confirmation of her feelings, Jo tripped over a root
half-buried in the soil. She fell to the ground, her arms and legs
sprawling. Keeper Grainger was immediately at Jos side, inquiring after her.
Brisbois, too, leaped to Jo s side and helped the squire stand. Jo murmured her
thanks to Keeper Grainger and shot an acid look at Brisbois. The man never
noticed, for his eyes were once again on their host.


            Jo
brushed off a few leaves and dirt, while the Keeper bent and picked something
up from the ground. “I believe you dropped this,” the woman said and handed Jo
the pouch that held the giant gem she had received from the stranger in Kelvin.
The pouch felt strangely chill as it dropped into Jos hand. She blushed, her
secret seeming suddenly conspicuous. But the woman knelt again, noticing
something else on the ground. “And this.”


            Keeper
Grainger stared at one of the small abelaat crystals she carried.


            “Oh,
thank you, Keeper Grainger,” Jo said nervously. “My
birthstone. I would have been crushed to have lost it
” She held out her hand, but the woman only lifted the crystal to light.
Her pale green eyes were wide with fear. Karleah moved forward suddenly and
snatched the crystal from Keeper Graingers hand. The old wizardess helped Jo
stand.


            Keeper
Grainger looked at the people who surrounded her. Her eyes were calm and clear
once more, her hands serenely tucked into her shift. She stood slowly and gestured
toward the barn door, only a few steps behind her. “Please,” the woman said,
with only the faintest break in her voice, “make yourselves
comfortable inside. I must prepare your meal.” Keeper Grainger turned to go, then pulled up short. “And then we must talk,” she
whispered.


 


            Karleah
huddled farther back into the gray horse blanket she had wrapped about herself.
She was cold, it was true, but she also wrapped up to remain just beyond the
light cast by the fire in the brazier. As Keeper Grainger tended the fire,
Karleah and her comrades finished their meal and waited for her to speak.
Setting aside their plates, Jo, Brisbois, and Dayin arranged themselves on
their blankets between the old wizardess and Keeper Grainger.


            Karleah
breathed a tiny sigh of relief. Her companions provided yet another screen
between her and the other witch. Despite her wariness around the Keeper,
Karleah was glad they had found the woman. Discovering the secrets that the
Keeper kept could well arm them for battling the box once they had intercepted
it. Still in the shadows, Karleah nodded her approval when Jo gestured for
Braddoc to stand guard with his battle-axe. Not that the dwarf could do much
good against the Keeper, Karleah thought spitefully.


            Keeper
Grainger stood gracefully and began collecting the emptied plates. The womans
eyes met Karleahs, and for a moment Karleah let herself feel the strange, sad
attraction the woman engendered in people. Then Karleah snorted “Harrumph!” and
turned away. The wizardess would not be lost in those pale eyes of green, not
her.


            It was easy to see that the others
had been lost—particularly Brisbois. The man acted as if he had never seen a
woman before. Dayin, usually so intuitive, had also been completely taken in by
the Keeper. The boy had spent the better part of the evening helping her with
the meal and making sleeping arrangements in the barn. His bright blue eyes
shone when he looked at the woman, and Karleah felt a twinge of jealousy.


            The
old woman shook herself. I’m much too old to feel that way, she thought, then
turned her musings to the dwarf and the squire. Karleah couldn’t read Braddoc,
He seemed respectful of the woman, though not awed or infatuated, as Dayin and
Brisbois were. Braddoc had been unusually silent since they had arrived, and
Karleah wondered why. The old wizardess s eyes flickered over to the dwarf,
standing nearby. Braddoc held his battle-axe crosswise in his arms, in his
standard ready position. His good eye remained focused on Keeper Grainger as
she walked about the barn, plumping pillows and smoothing blankets. At least
the dwarf, if no one else, seems to have his senses about him, Karleah thought.


            She
turned to look at Jo, sitting cross-legged in front of her. The young woman had
tidied her clothing and rebraided her hair. Jo’s expression was intent upon the
Keeper, but every now and then the squire’s brows knit in anxiety. Karleah saw
Jo stroke Wyrmblight, which, as usual, lay beside the girl. The crone smiled.
Ah, so the blade is talking to you again! she thought.
Good. If anything can help you keep your wits, it’s
Flinn’s sword. In her other hand Jo clutched an odd pouch she had been wearing
on her belt. When the squire lifted her hand from it to adjust one of the
buckles on her boot, Karleah noticed that Jo’s moist handprint remained on the
pouch.


            A moment later, she was clutching it
again.


            The old woman’s tired eyes flicked
to Keeper Grainger, who now sat cross-legged beside the brazier. Beneath the
folds of her long dress, the Keeper’s legs curved gracefully away. Karleah
doubted she had ever seen a more physically perfect woman. And with a brain to
match, too, the crone thought suddenly. Perhaps that is the secret of her
allure.


            Karleah
pursed her thin lips. The crone rested her chin in her hands. “Tell the tale as
you know it, Keeper,” Karleah whispered softly, “Your time has come.”


            Keeper
Grainger added one last piece of peat to the brazier and stoked the embers.
Pungent smoke swirled up and away toward a hole in the barn’s ceiling. Keeper
Grainger s pale eyes flicked from one person to another, apparently trying to
see past the shadows that enfolded Karleah. The woman turned back to the
brazier and began speaking quietly.


            “I
do not know your names, it is true,” Keeper Grainger said, “but I know your
purpose—and your destination.”


            “What?” Jo cried out.


            Karleah shook her head. You must
learn more control, girl, she thought. You must.
Your impetuousness will be the end of you someday.


            Apparently
the young squire had the same thought, for she calmed herself and said,
stiffly, “What do you mean, Keeper? It’s true we are on a journey, which of
course means we must have a destination.”


            Keeper
Grainger nodded at Jo and smiled. The light from the fire illuminated her
radiant face. She said, “Perhaps it would be best if I first explain why I am
called the Keeper. Then we can discuss your journey.”


            “We
would be delighted to hear your tale, Keeper.”


            “Then listen, and listen well,
child,” Keeper Grainger said softly, though the words rang clear to the rafters
of the barn. She folded her legs together and leaned toward Jo, Brisbois, and
Dayin. Braddoc took a step backward and hid in shadows, much as Karleah had
done.


            The
old crone hunched down even farther into her horse blanket, as if seeking
protection in the wool fibers. She wondered just how much the Keeper would
reveal, and what she in turn would have to tell her comrades. Let it fall as it
may, Karleah warned herself. She clutched her staff a little tighter. No spells
had returned to the oak, but she felt more secure with it anyway.


            “Why
I am called Keeper, I will tell you now, as I was told, as my mother before me
was told,” Keeper Grainger began. Her pale eyes focused on the rafters above,
and the shadows from the fire distorted her upturned face. “I am the last
Keeper, for I did not believe the tale—until tonight, when I saw your stones of
abelaat blood, Squire-Without-a-Name.”


            Karleah
saw Jo’s fingers clench on Wyrmblight, but she did not cry out. The old woman
nodded approvingly.


            “I
did not believe the tale handed down from mother to daughter in my family,”
Keeper Grainger continued. “I did not wish to be Keeper, as my mother had
before me. I did not wish to have a daughter to pass on the secrets I was
taught, so I spurned all advances and offers of marriage. I wished the line of
Keeper to end with me, that the secret burden of eons
could end with me as well.”


            “What
burden is that?” Brisbois asked gently. Karleah turned to watch the man. Could
he really be looking at the Keeper with something other than his usual wanton
lust? It seemed unlikely


            The
Keeper surveyed the group before her. “Thousands upon thousands of years ago,
so long ago that even the elves and the dwarves—” she inclined her head toward
Braddoc, who responded in kind “—have but the slightest memory, our world,
Mystara, was closely tied to another, whose name I dare not mention. It was a
place of darkness and shadow and powerful sorcery, though not an evil place.
Indeed, it had a beauty and nobility that Mystara has never attained. For in
that world, there lived a race of surpassing grace. In the old tongue they were
called the a’bay’otte, a name which has been corrupted by the tongues of men to
abelaat.”


            Jo
reflexively touched her scarred left shoulder, and Dayin crossed his arms, his
fists guarding the marks on his inner elbows. Interesting, Karleah thought,
that memories can be provoked from a single word.


            “Abelaats . . . beautiful?” Jo asked, incredulously. “I have
never seen a fouler creature in all the world.”


            “Yes,”
the Keeper said simply. She added, “Those abelaats that live now are horrible
perversions of the creatures of old. The original abelaats roamed their own
world in grace and constructed magical gates into Mystara—for they were a
sorcerous race, and their world a sorcerous world. But Mystara, in those days,
was not magical at all. Was it, dwarf?” Keeper Grainger turned to Braddoc, who
stood in the shadows.


            Braddoc
cleared his throat clumsily and said, “No . . . not as it is today—or so
legends say.”


            “Why
didn’t you tell us about the abelaats before, Braddoc?” Jo asked.


            The
dwarf shrugged. “It was an ancient, ancient tale, so old no one believed it
anymore. I’ve plenty of ancient dwarven tales that I haven’t bored you with.”


            “Believe
the tale, dwarf,” Keeper Grainger said huskily. “Believe the tale, for it is
true.” She turned back to the others and continued, “The abelaats multiplied
across their twilight world, where they were the master race—beautiful and
shining. They crossed their magical bridges to reach Mystara, and spread out
here as well.” Keeper Grainger paused for breath, and the fire crackled in the
silence that fell.


            “But,
in the dawn-time of Mystara, new races crawled from their birthing beds. The
elven race slowly gained a foothold on Mystara, as did the dwarves. The
abelaats lived contentedly with these new folk, trading with the artisan
dwarves, and teaching small magicks to the elves. They even traded their blood
crystals to the young races of Mystara.


            “But
the abelaats had not realized the power of their crystals. They did not know
the magic inherent in their blood and spittle. It was their essence, their
magical essence, that they were gradually trading away
to the dwarves and elves. And the land changed because of the abelaat crystals.
Mystara began to crave magic, as a starving man craves food. It began to draw
magic away from the abelaats’ home world, through the sorcerous portals and
gates the abelaats themselves had built.


            “Then
Mystara gave birth to a new race, the humans.” The Keeper paused, looking at
Johauna and Brisbois, a faint edge of accusation in her eyes. Karleah pursed
her lips and wondered how the woman knew not to look at her or Dayin.


            “Go
on, Keeper,” Dayin whispered. “Go on.”


            The
woman nodded. “The birth of humans marked the doom of the abelaats, for humans hated abelaats and called them the creatures of the
night. Humans multiplied quickly and took over the land. The abelaats were
forced from their homes and hunted.” Keeper Grainger lowered her head
momentarily. “The butcheries they brought on the abelaats were great. They
hunted them for fear and sport and cruelty, and they left their bodies to lie
in waste.


            “That’s
when the abelaats began their ceaseless war with the humans. They started to
hunt them for food. But even that was no great crime—for millennia, the
abelaats had fed off one another as well.”


            “The
abelaats ... ate each other?” Jo
asked, horror lacing her words.


            Keeper
Grainger shook her head. “No. They drew sustenance from each other’s blood. But
as their numbers dwindled on Mystara, and as their gates to their home world
collapsed, one by one, the abelaats began to seek sustenance from human blood.”


            The
Keeper’s voice hardened. “Humans destroyed all but a few of the abelaats. The
survivors hid in the mountains and the valleys and the deepest gorges, seeking
escape from the encroaching hordes. In the end, only one true abelaat remained;
Aeltic was his name.”


            “Abelaats
had names?” Jo asked hesitantly. Her hand rubbed her scarred shoulder
nervously.


            “Have, squire, not had,” Keeper Grainger
gently chided. “Even the pathetic creatures who
attacked you and the boy had names.”


            Jo
shot an amazed glance at Dayin, who returned her look. “How . . . how did you
know we’ve been . . . we’ve both been
attacked by abelaats?” Jo asked uncertainly. Karleah felt a pang in her heart
for the two of them. Neither wanted to be reminded of those
awful times.


            The
Keeper’s pale green eyes flickered in the firelight as she gazed from Jo to
Dayin. “The bile of the abelaats lingers in your bodies. It . . . gives off a
distinct odor. Some of us are sensitive to it.”


            Karleah leaned forward intently.
Will the Keeper reveal her secret? she wondered.


            Keeper
Grainer looked down at her white hands, then slowly added another piece of peat
to the brazier. Her furrowed brow smoothed, and a certain
calmness seemed to enter the woman. For a moment, it seemed as if the Keeper
would not continue.


            “Tell
them, and be done,” Karleah hissed.


            The
pain in Keeper Grainger’s eyes deepened, and she closed them as she spoke.
“What none of the legends say is that the abelaats’ world was drained of so
much magic that the abelaats who were still there grew weak and, eventually,
turned slowly to stone. Magic was their life essence, and without it, they
became crude, slumbering statues. As the magic energy ebbed, the last gates
between their world and this one fell. The abelaats on Mystara could not return
home, could not bring back magic to awaken their sleeping brothers from the
stony ground.”


            “And
Aeltic descended from those few survivors,” Karleah supplied.


            “Yes.
Aeltic was the last true abelaat.”


            Karleah
huffed and drew the blanket back from her features. “A pretty and tragic tale,
the Keeper tells. But it is only half true.”


            Karleah
stood and gestured for the others to remain seated. A wry smile formed on the
crone’s lips. “Your story has told us much that we needed to know. Now let me
tell my companions the rest. The abelaats were a beautiful race indeed, as are
vampires and other creatures of darkness. Their beauty is cold and lethal.
Abelaats have no love for the children of the day, treating them like cattle,
subsisting on their blood. Humans, elves, and dwarves alike.”


            “Abelaats are vampires?” Jo asked,
confused.


            Karleah
shook her head. “No. They are like vampires, but are living creatures, not
undead. Abelaats are born of sorcerous darkness and blood-lust.”


            Jo
looked worriedly at the Keeper, expecting her to take offense. But the womans
drawn features stared emptily into the brazier.


            Karleah
approached Braddoc, jabbing a finger into his chest. “The dwarves feel a
kinship with the abelaats because they were, like the dwarves, creatures of
stone and darkness. According to dwarven legends, abelaats and dwarves were
brothers. That is rubbish. It was only by trickery and illusion that the
abelaats could even move among Braddoc’s folk.”


            “You’ve
said enough, old crone,” Brisbois growled, rising to his feet and setting a
protective hand on the Keeper’s shoulder.


            Jo
interposed herself between the enraged man and Karleah, Wyrmblight raised and
ready in her hands. Though her eyes sternly warned Brisbois back, she spoke to
Karleah behind her, “Please, Karleah. Isn’t it obvious Keeper Grainger is in
pain—”


            “Pain?”
the old witch cried. “Pain? You yourself should know
about pain, Johauna. You know what it feels like to be attacked by an abelaat. And you, idiot knight. Has this woman’s spell so completely
enraptured you that you cannot guess the source of her allure?”


            Stunned,
Brisbois stared at the Keeper.


            “It’s
from the abelaat blood,” Dayin murmured without peering up.


            Karleah
nodded, keeping her blazing eyes on the two fighters. Brisbois blinked as if he
had been slapped in the face, and Jo’s arms dropped heavily from their
defensive posture.


            “Yes, it’s true,” Karleah said. “The
abelaats have many magical powers, and this ‘attraction’ is one that has
allowed them to live among humans all these years,” the old woman said. “All
the abelaats that came to Mystara before the gates collapsed share in that
beauty. Those who are gated in now are twisted by their journey, transformed
into horrible monsters.” Karleah pointed a crooked finger at the Keeper, who
still sat on the floor beside the brazier. “The Keeper is from the old line.”


            Keeper
Grainger nodded. A tear rolled down her cheek. “Aeltic—the last true abelaat on
Mystara—was my father.”


 












          Chapter XIII


 


 


              our father!” Jo exclaimed. Stunned, she stared in disbelief
at Keeper Grainger. The others around her, even Karleah, in the shadows, leaned
toward the woman beside the brazier.


            The
Keeper nodded. “Yes, my father, though so many times removed as to no longer
hold the meaning you have for ‘father.’ He was the father of the Keepers—we who
keep the memory of the abelaat alive. Aeltic was the last abelaat, and he took
as his consort a human. Their offspring, a daughter who bore traits both
abelaat and human, mated also with a human. And so it went for a thousand
years, until at last I was born. I, the last Keeper, have only a bare trace of
my father’s blood left in me.”


            “This
is all neither here nor there,” Karleah spoke up in her raspy voice from the
shadows. “You are the last Keeper—tell us what we need to know.”


            Keeper
Grainger stared in the direction of Karleah’s voice. “You are bold, Karleah
Kunzay of the Red Ones,” she said angrily. “Though I was but a babe when last
we met, I thought it might be you ”


            “The ancient traditions demand that
you answer our questions, Keeper,” Karleah said sternly, drawing the blanket up
to shade her features.


            “I
have denied my vows of tradition, witch,” Keeper Grainger rejoined, “for I have
taken no mate. The line of Keepers ends with me.”


            “Of
course it does,” Karleah snapped. “But the time has come for you to give us
what the Keepers have passed down from generation to generation—and you know
that.”


            Keeper
Grainger’s face clouded over. Her pale skin flushed as she bent her head, and
Jo had to strain to hear the womans voice. “You have come to find the abaton—
what you call simply the puzzle box—which Auroch has unleashed on Mystara.”


            “Yes,”
Karleah said, her bony frame finally entering the circle of light.


            The
Keeper continued, “The abaton was created to save the abelaat race, to give
them one final portal for entering and leaving Mystara.”


            “Wait
a moment,” Jo said, shaking her head in confusion. “ What
good is a portal if there aren’t any abelaats to use it? In their home world,
the abelaats are asleep—slumbering statues of stone, like you said. And those
abelaats that are here are hideous monsters who wouldn’t think to use a gate.”


            “The
portal is not so much for the abelaats to cross,” Keeper Grainger replied, “at
least not initially. The portal’s first function is as a drain, to draw magic
out of Mystara and deposit it into the abelaats’ world. Only when it has drawn
enough magic to awaken the first abelaats, only then will the abaton begin to
serve as a portal for the creatures themselves.”


            “But, why would they want to come to
Mystara, where they are hated?” Dayin asked quietly.


            The
Keeper smiled wanly at the young apprentice. “The abelaats desire more than all
else to draw their magic back to their own world. They want to revive their
slumbering kin. After they are awakened, they will march upon Mystara, to
reclaim it as their own.”


            Jo
turned and looked at Brisbois. The man was obviously confused. But she had a
sudden revelation, a horrible realization that no one had voiced. “That must
mean Teryl Auroch is in league with them!”


            “Yes.”


            “Because
he, like Keeper Grainger, is part abelaat,” Karleah conjectured.


            The
Keeper nodded leadenly and added, “Teryl Auroch’s mother was a human sorceress
who dared to travel to the land of the abelaat. She took enough magic with her
to awaken one of the ancient creatures. She never returned, but gave birth to a
son—”


            “Who
built the abaton to shift the balance of magic back,” Jo concluded.


            The
Keeper simply nodded.


            Dayin
whimpered slightly, tears running down his face. Jo knelt beside him, sliding
her arm gently about his shoulders. “It’ll be all right, Dayin,” she said
stupidly. Censoring herself for the platitude, she elaborated, “You are your
own person now, Dayin. That man, Auroch—he isn’t your father any more than I am
your mother. The evil that he’s done can’t touch you.”


            The
boy’s sky-blue eyes regarded Jo coldly. “You don’t understand,” he said, his
voice uncommonly bitter. “I’ve got abelaat blood in me, too. You just heard
about how they’ve been hunted and tortured. You’ve heard their tragic story. It
has everything to do with me. Teryl
Auroch is my father.”


            Karleah sat down next to Dayin and
held him in her arms. She said, “The boy is right, Jo. Let him feel what he
feels.”


            Brisbois
had begun to pace nervously. “So, if we don’t intercept this—this stupid box,
we’ll have an army of monsters marching down our throats. Is that what you are
saying?”


            “Yes.”


            “Why
are you helping us?” Jo blurted, suddenly, rising from Dayin’s side and
clutching Wyrmblight nervously. “You’ve got abelaat blood in you, too—”


            “Teryl
Auroch is an abomination to the abelaats. He wants vengeance,
he wants Mystara to suffer for stealing the abelaats’ magic. I don’t want that
to happen. You must understand, Mystara is my world, the only one I’ve ever known.
I don’t want it to be destroyed any more than you,” the woman said, finally
standing from her place. “Besides, he will desire my death in his quest to
purify Mystara of all its human traces. As his power grows, he will become more
and more aware of me. He will come for me soon. I have seen it.”


            “Come,
Dayin, we must find other accommodations tonight,” Karleah whispered, slowly
rising. She helped the boy to his feet, and he sadly clutched her side.


            Jo
shook her head in outrage and confusion. “There must be something we can do!”


            “There
is,” the Keeper said despondently, moving toward the door, which Braddoc pulled
open. “Find the abaton. Remove it from any source of magic. Find a way to
destroy it.” She paused and reached into a pocket in her dress. “Take this.”
She held out her hand, presenting a beautiful amber crystal, eight sided and
pointed on the ends. “It is a crystal from my father—the most powerful magic I
can give you.


            “Now
I think you should go. You can find lodgings at the Maiden’s Blush,” the Keeper
said. As she stepped out of the barn, she added, “Do not come this way again.”


 


            Jo
tossed fitfully in her bed, wishing they could set out for Armstead. But
earlier that evening she had lost the argument about pushing on before morning.
Even Braddoc had refused, saying that she obviously had never traveled through
the Altan Tepes Mountains. Karleah, too, noted wryly that in order to
capture the abaton, they must first reach Armstead alive. Despite all the good
reasons for staying in Threshold that night, Jo wanted to leave, if only to pay
Brisbois back for his sneering taunts. “I should have killed him in the alley,”
she told herself, rolling angrily over.


            Brisbois
wasn’t the only surly malcontent. When they had checked in, Jo asked the
innkeeper about sending a message back to Penhaligon and was answered with a
stupid stare. The man was irritable enough, having been awakened after midnight, and that request sent him over the top.
He’d even charged them for four separate rooms. Brisbois, of course, took full
advantage, demanding a room for himself. Too tired to
quibble, Karleah and Dayin, Braddoc, and Johauna each took the other rooms. The
waste of gold irked Jo to no end, but, clearly, they would acquire no other
accommodations tonight.


            There
was a shattering of glass, a man’s scream, and a pounding thump from the room
above Jo—Brisbois’s room. As she leaped up from her bed, Jo heard Braddoc rise
in the room next door, heard the rattle of his axe being lifted from the
doorknob, where he had hung it. Jos hand reached for Wyrmblight but drew back:
the sword’s great length would make it useless in the mans
room. She slipped a shift over her shoulders and, grabbing her belt, slung it
around her waist. She tore open the door and bolted up the stairs. As she
checked to make sure her dagger was in its sheath, Jo heard Braddoc’s solid
footfalls on the steps behind her.


            Jo
reached the head of the stairs, rushed for Brisbois’s door, and threw it open.
In the wan light of an oil lamp, she saw Brisbois standing, stunned, beside a
broken window. Shattered glass lay in glittering triangles across the floor,
blood showing on a few of the edges. Then she noticed that the dishonored
knighfs arm was bleeding.


            “What
happened in here?” Braddoc demanded, appearing in the doorway behind Jo and
hefting his axe.


            Brisbois
gave a dismissing gesture and winced from the pain in his arm. “Nothing,” he
slurred. “An owl or something was looking in the window at me.”


            “Looking
in the window?” Jo asked, glaring at the man. “You’re drunk, aren’t you?”


            “No,”
spat Brisbois. He suddenly straightened and, blinking, tried to look Jo
straight in the eyes. “It was looking
at me,” he insisted, his voice still thick with liquor. “I think it was
Verdilith, the Great Green.”


            With
an expression of disgust, Braddoc turned to leave. “Yeah,
Verdilith, the Great Green Owl. You’d better do something about that
arm.” He disappeared from the doorway.


            “So
you thought you’d punch the window out to let this owl come in?” Jo asked
sarcastically. She walked over to the window and peered outside, her heart
pounding with excitement.


            “No, my mistress,” Brisbois said
with a mocking bow. “I tried to stab it with my sword.” He gestured toward the
bloody blade, leaning in the corner of the room.


            He's a fool, a drunken fool, and nothing
more, whispered a voice inside Johauna’s head. She felt the warmth of the
abelaat stone in her belt pouch. Yes, Flinn, she thought, I know he’s a fool.
She looked out the window toward the ground below. “Where’s this owl’s body?”


            “I
thought it fell,” Brisbois said, leaning over her shoulder to see out the
window.


            By
the odd smell of Brisbois’s breath, Jo was sure he was drunk. She pulled away
from him and snarled, “There wasn’t any owl, Brisbois, except in your drunken
imagination. You didn’t stab Verdilith. You stabbed yourself. And you’ll pay
for that window out of your own pocket, come morning.”


            Brisbois
whirled on her, some stinging retort on his lips, but when his eyes met hers,
he averted his gaze and fell silent. Shuffling to a hook on the wall, he
gingerly opened his pack and removed a small box. He flipped the lip back,
revealing a bolt of gauze, a few sharp-edged knives and needles, and a small
bottle. Uncorking the bottle, he took a swig, then
spattered his wounded arm with the rest. Tearing away a piece of the gauzy bolt
with his teeth, the man began to wrap the wound. Jo watched from across the
gloom as he attended himself.


            Brisbois
paused long enough to glare at the young squire. “If you’re not going to help,
get out.”


            Jo
felt an involuntary sneer cross her face. “I wish I could say the same to you,”
she muttered under her breath. She stalked out of the room, leaving the door
ajar.


            The dishonored knight kicked the
door shut with his boot and continued to bandage the wound. He smiled.


            A
poisonous tendril of gas rose from his nose.


 


            Spring
had only newly come to the Black Peak Mountains as Jo and her companions rode through the
range. Jo set a north-by-northwesterly route, seeking the tiny village of Armstead, somewhere in the wilderness ahead.
Although the path she chose wound through the mountains, her sense of direction
was true. Unfortunately, the mountain paths were too treacherous to chance fast
travel.


            Lost
in thoughts of the abaton, Jo didn’t notice when the mountains’ heights changed
the climate from one of spring to one of winter. Patches of ice and
unexpectedly deep snow lined the ravines and passages between the Black Peaks. Much of the rock was obsidian, which lent
the range its name, as did the sheets of ice, black from the underlying
obsidian, lingering along some sides of the mountains.


            The
trail was rugged, little better than forging across country. In fact, when the
path turned east, the group abandoned it, preferring instead to continue to
head north by northwest. At one point, Brisbois said he saw hoof prints whose horseshoes
bore the emblem of the castle, but none of the others could spot them in the
trampled ground.


            At
midday Jo held up her hand and halted the group.
She patted Carsig’s neck and watched the horse’s white breath curl lazily away.
The big gelding was holding his own. Jo blew on her hands and rubbed them to
warm them; she pulled her woolen cape closer. She hadn’t really believed Sir
Graybow when he had said she would need such a warm garment for the mountains,
but she was glad now that the man had insisted.


            Johauna
looked up at the sheer rock and ice surfaces of the mountains surrounding her.
“And I thought the Wulfholdes were rugged,” she murmured to herself. She had
never seen mountains before. She let Carsig have his head so that he could snuffle
the ground for something edible, and Jo jumped off to stretch her legs.


            The
few harsh grasses that could survive this arid land had not yet turned green
with spring growth. Carsig and the other animals contented themselves with the
dried blades, snorting puffs of frosty air as they nibbled the mountain grass.
Every now and then a horse or mule would find a tasty, succulent snow crocus or
other early blooming flower.


            Jo
joined her comrades. Braddoc was smiling to himself, and Jo realized the dwarf
felt at home in these mountains. Karleah snorted and sat on a nearby, flat
rock. She drank from her waterskin, oblivious to the walls of ice and rock
surrounding her. Only Dayin’s expression remained one of wonder and disbelief
as he stared at the cliff faces.


            “Have
you seen any more sign of the guards’ passage?” Karleah asked testily. The
crone clutched the tattered remnant of a gray silk shawl around her bony
shoulders. Dayin came and stood next to her.


            Both
Jo and Braddoc shook their heads. Braddoc said, “Not since this morning,
Karleah. Johauna stopped us at a good point. There re two ravines ahead that
could be the paths the guards took. I’ll scout ahead and see if I can find any
more tracks.”


            “It’s
hard with all the rock and ice,” Jo said. “But maybe they’ll have gone through
a snowdrift or two, and we’ll get lucky.” Johauna went to Fernlover and pulled
out a loaf of bread and a chunk of dried venison. She returned to her friends
and, using her knife, began slicing and handing out the food.


            Karleah
grunted her thanks, bit a huge bite from her food with her strong white teeth,
and said, “Give me a minute to—heh, heh—‘wolf’ my food, and then I’ll check out
the passages. Maybe I can scent something.” Karleah smiled, her canines
gleaming in the bright light of the midday sun that shone overhead. An eagle,
attracted perhaps by the travelers, circled above. Its piercing cry echoed off
the mountainsides.


            “Can
I go with you, Karleah?” Dayin asked. He began to eat his food quickly, too.
“Maybe I can scent something you might miss,” he said through a mouthful of
bread.


            The
wizardess shook her head. “No, son. You’d only slow me
down and be a cause for worry,” Karleah said. She pointed a thin finger up at
the circling eagle. “She’d have you in her talons before I’d even hear her dive
to the ground. Out here I can’t protect you like I could in my woods. There everyone knows not to touch my
young rabbit.” The old woman took another bite. She chewed her mouthful and
said at the same time, “Why you chose to be a cottontail is beyond me.”


            “Karleah shapechanges into a wolf and you into a rabbit?”
Johauna asked. She sliced another strip of venison and handed it to Karleah. At
Braddoc’s nod, the squire sliced him a strip as well.


            “Why a rabbit?” Braddoc asked. “And why can you change into
only one animal? That doesn’t seem very useful.” He gestured at the bird flying
above. “If you could turn into an eagle, I’ll bet you could spot the guards
carrying the abaton. Then we’d know for sure which way to go—and could even cut
them off, if possible.” The dwarf chewed his food slowly.


            Dayin shrugged, his shoulders lost
beneath the thick fur vest that Flinn had given him. “I like rabbits, and I
wanted to be one,” the boy said. “They’re lots smarter than people give them
credit for. Besides, they’re small and can wiggle into places most other
creatures couldn’t. They’re fast, too.” Dayin smiled widely at the old
wizardess. “I’ve given Karleah quite a run in the woods.”


            The
crone snorted, then turned to Braddoc. “To answer your
question, dwarf, there are mages who can learn to shapechange into more than
one creature, but they take on merely the animal form and not the animal spirit.
When I am the wolf, I am that animal.
I wanted Dayin to experience that same sensation, and he does.” She nodded her
head toward the boy. “Gather up the animals, will you? It wouldn’t do to have
them panic and desert us in these mountains.” Dayin agreed and left the others
to their meal.


            “But
as a rabbit?” Braddoc asked again.
Dayin frowned at the dwarf, ending the conversation.


            Karleah
reached for Jo. The younger woman held out her hand, thinking the older one
needed support. The wizardess’s dry, bony fingers touched Jo’s palm, and then
Karleah withdrew her hand. Jo looked down at her palm.


            “This
. . . this is a crystal from a real
abelaat?” Jo asked. She held up the eight-sided crystal. It was fully twice as
large as Jo’s other crystals. The sunlight flickering through it shed prisms of
color into the young woman’s eyes, and she was dazzled by its beauty. She heard
Brisbois gasp and move closer to her.


            Karleah
nodded. She said, “Yes, that’s what Keeper Grainger gave me. Her people have
been the keepers not only of the history of the abelaats but also of their
crystals. This is the last true abelaat crystal—a crystal made from Aeltic s
own spittle.” Brushing her hands and sniffing the wind, Karleah said. “Its time for me to change.”


            Braddoc
and Jo stared at Karleah as the old woman began her transformation. Her lanky
gray hair shortened and then spread over her body while her face lengthened and
ears grew. Karleah pulled off the last of her clothing as the rest of the
shapechange occurred.


            “How
long will you be gone?” Jo asked the wolf-woman.


            “Not
long,” Karleah said in painful half-growl. “Take . . . care of.
. . the crystal,” she continued. “It is my . . . only protection . . . from the
abaton.” Her black eyes turned golden, and her pink tongue lengthened and fell
out of her not-quite-changed jaw. The woman flexed her fingers as the digits
shortened and claws grew. Karleah’s arms and legs grew leaner, the muscles
rippling beneath her black fur. Finally, her torso changed shape and a tail
grew. The old she-wolf yelped once and leaped away from Johauna and Braddoc.


            Jo
enviously watched Karleah’s sure pace carry her into the mountain passes. She
said to Braddoc, “I wish I could shapechange. I think it would be wonderful to
transform into a wolf like Karleah and roam the land, at one with it in a way
humans never are.”


            Braddoc
shrugged noncommittally. “She’ll be back soon. I want to check the pack on the
mule. I think it needs rearranging.” The dwarf stood.


            “I’ll
come with you,” Jo said. “I packed Fernlover a little quickly myself.” Dayin
accompanied them to the animals. Brisbois, who had said nothing since
discovering the original sign of the passing guards, moved solicitously out of
the way. With a confused glance at the man, Jo began checking the bundles on
her mule. Silent moments passed, then Jo said, “What
are you looking at?”


            Brisbois
smiled slightly and shrugged. “What would you do if Verdilith attacked you
right now, in these mountains?” he asked.


            Braddoc
stared up at Brisbois. Jo once again stood in silence for a moment. “What kind
of question is that?”


            “A
legitimate one, I should think,” the man replied. “You’re so vulnerable out
here, on an open mountain range, with no way to fight, nowhere to run.”


            “You’re
as vulnerable as we,” Braddoc interjected. Brisbois shrugged, “More so, I bet
you think. After all, I don’t carry Wyrmblight, scourge of the Great Green, do
I?” The man moved with reptilian grace toward Jo, his hand reaching out to the
blade harnessed to her back.


            Jo backed away, watching the
yellowish steam rise from Brisbois’s nose. “What’s gotten into you?”


            Brisbois
withdrew to a nonthreatening distance and said, “You have a lot of faith in
that sword. Too much faith, if you ask me.”


            “I
didn’t ask you,” Jo shot, checking the straps on Fernlover.


            “You
think that sword will save you,” Brisbois pressed, a gleaming grin on his
mouth, “but it didn’t save Flinn.”


            Jo
whirled, wrenching Wyrmblight from its harness and leveling it before Brisbois
s heart. “You mention Flinn one more time, and I’ll cut your heart out with
this.”


            “Jo,”
Braddoc said, with a warning glare.


            Brisbois
smiled and waved the dwarf off with a bandaged hand, “She doesn’t mean it. That
sword is everything to her. She holds on to it and thinks she’s holding on to
Flinn. But Flinn failed her, and so will the sword.”


            Jo lunged forward, a snarl of rage
on her lips. The tip of Wyrmblight sliced through the dishonored knight’s
tabard, punctured his breastplate, and slammed the chain mail into his sternum.
With a slight gasp, Brisbois slipped and fell to the ground.


            Jo
stepped up, setting the blade back on the gash and towering over him. Braddoc
clutched her arm, trying to pull her back, but Jo gritted her teeth and began
to lean onto the blade.


            “Mercy,”
Brisbois cried out with mock fear. “I beg you mercy on this battlefield, squire
of the mighty Flinn. Will you kill me, though I beg mercy of you?”


            A
confused frown crossed Jos face and she colored. Her pressure on the sword
relented as Braddoc pulled her away from the knight. As Brisbois painfully rose
to his feet, the dwarf led Jo back to the mules and locked the gaze of his good
eye with hers.


            “You
lost that one, Jo. Don’t let him manipulate you like that,” the dwarf said
evenly. “Everybody already knows he’s an idiot. Don’t let him make an idiot out
of you”


            Something
half-human and half-wolf suddenly streaked toward them. Karleah had returned
from her search. Braddoc turned his head away politely as the wolf-thing
transformed back into a naked old woman. The wizardess pulled on her clothing.
She said with some asperity, “I’m sure a woman’s body is nothing new to you,
Braddoc. Seen one, you’ve seen them all.”


            “Not
one as withered as yours, old hag,” Braddoc quipped, apparently to lighten the
tension. He threw the crone a smile to soften the words.


            Karleah
responded with only a “Harrumph!” then said, “I found their trail. They’ve
taken the western pass.” The old woman shook her head. “They’ve got a good day,
day and a half, on us. They aren’t in any hurry, but I doubt we can gain much
ground on them.”


            “You
know it’s cracked, don’t you?” Brisbois murmured to Jo as he wandered stiffly
to his horse.


            “What?”
Jo cried, rounding on him with fiery eyes.


            Brisbois
busied himself with the straps and buckles of his mount. “A hairline crack. I
saw it in the sunlight when I was on the ground.”


            Jo
held Wyrmblight up in front of her, studying the blade with anxiety. Looking
up, her blush deepened in hue and she snorted. “I don’t see anything.”


            The
defamed knight shrugged casually and swung up into the saddle in one motion. “Let’s
be off,” he said. “We re burning daylight!”


            Braddoc’s
hand gripped Jo’s trembling arm and he said, “Let it go, Johauna. Let it go.”
He took Wyrmblight from her hands and began to snap it into the harness on her
back. As he did so, his eyes scanned worriedly along the blade s white steel.


 












          Chapter XIV


 


            Karleah
held up her hand, and the three riders behind her halted their mounts
immediately. They were near Armstead, the wizardess knew, and they did not dare
come upon the village unprepared. Through the leather of the pouch around her
neck, Karleah could feel the heat radiating from the abelaat crystal as it grew
closer to the abaton. She only hoped she was right in supposing that the
crystal would prevent the abaton from draining her powers a second time.
Karleah took heart in the fact that she had begun to regain her powers faster
since the crystal had come into her possession.


            The
wizardess gingerly dismounted from her gray mare. “I’m too old for this,” she
mumbled. “Far too old. I want to go back to my valley”


            “What’s
that, Karleah?” Jo asked curiously.


            Karleah
turned to face the squire. She thought that the trip had done the young woman
good; the despair and anger that had consumed Jo at Flinn’s death were still
there, but were under slightly better control. Karleah hoped it wouldn’t be too
much longer before Jo was able to put those emotions behind her. The old woman
shook her head.


            “Nothing, Jo,” Karleah said. She
cocked her head northward. “I think Armsteads just beyond that bend. At least I
think the abaton s there, according to this crystal.” Karleah touched the
crystals pouch. “I suggest you and Braddoc lead the way, in case we run into
the guards. Dayin and I’ll bring up the rear—and hopefully not be engulfed by
the abaton.”


            “That
box wouldn’t open up and ‘swallow’ you like it did the charm in Threshold,
would it, Karleah?” Braddoc asked.


            “Why,
is that concern I detect?” Karleah
cackled suddenly to hide how touched she was at the dwarfs
words. She tapped Braddoc with her oaken staff. “Seriously, friend dwarf, I
think being swallowed by the box might be one of the nicer things the abaton
could do to me.”


            Riding,
Jo led the way north, with Braddoc right behind her. Each led one of the two
pack mules. Karleah gestured for Brisbois and Dayin to go before her, then she joined the group as they filed forward through the
last of the Black Peaks.


            The
mountains had brought two days of misery to Karleah’s ancient frame. The cold,
biting wind of late winter whistled through the Black Peaks. Despite a fire, nothing could warm their
stony beds at night. To make matters worse, the moon had turned full, and
Karleah had felt the call more than once to turn to wolf form. Someday soon,
she mused now, I will stay that way forever. I shall roam the hills and live
and die as an old she-wolf. Some days, I am so weary of my human form. But the
old wizardess hadn’t dared to give in to her desires so near the abaton.


            The
group wound steadily through the last of the Black Peaks, the icy obsidian trail gnawing through
even Karleah s thick boots. The ground was treacherous afoot, and the crone
wished she were back on her mare. The obsidian chips blended so well with the
patches of ice that it was often difficult to distinguish which was which. The
midafternoon sun did not light the land either, for it was obstructed by all
the towering mountains, which added to the difficulty of the journey.


            Or
is something happening to me? Karleah thought suddenly. Surely I shouldn’t be
having this much trouble? The others are doing fine. Or am I really, truly
growing old at last? A part of her was troubled by the idea, while another
part—a most ancient part—savored the idea of nearing the end of her existence.
Karleah eyed Jo’s young, lithe form with a twinge of jealousy.


            The
old woman quelled those thoughts ruthlessly. “I am not yet ready for the next
life,” she muttered to the wind.


            An
hour passed before Karleah and her comrades rounded the last bend. By this
time, the heat from the abelaat crystal was nearly scorching, and Karleah
wondered if she would be able to withstand it any closer to the abaton. “At
least it seems to be protecting me,” Karleah murmured to no one. She held out
her oaken staff, which had recently served as nothing more than a walking
stick. “With this stone, I can sense my powers returning.”


            Up
ahead, Jo exclaimed in surprise. The squire stopped walking, her horse and mule
halting behind her. Braddoc joined Jo, and Dayin and Brisbois hurried after
him. Karleah heard their startled murmurs and prayers and tried to rush
forward. She cursed the rocky ground and fought for each unstable step, wishing
her staff could clear a path for her, as it had done in her own valley. The
wizardess climbed her way to the top of the small crest w'here Jo, Brisbois,
Braddoc, and Dayin stood. Shouldering her way between the dwarf and the boy,
she looked into the valley beyond. The old woman gasped.


            Armstead
lay in ruins.


            Not
a single tower had been spared. The area looked as if it had been the center of
a great bonfire that had spread in sudden waves out into even the forest
beyond. The ground was blackened and striped with coal and ash. The buildings
lay in smoldering ruin, walls toppled as though pushed over by a giant’s foot.
Even the outer wall, more decorative than anything else, had been flattened to
rubble. The stream that had flowed into Armstead was a scorched bed of rock and
ash, and piles of uprooted trees and shattered bridges and buildings formed a
natural dam that let only a timid finger of water through. A fine haze of
charcoal dust filled the air, creating dull and ironic rainbows. Karleah
accidentally took too deep a breath and was j caught in a fit of choking.


            She
stumbled forward, her step uncertain as she hurried down the slope leading to
the village. “No, no,” she whispered. “Not Armstead . .
Her mind was filled with a red-hot pounding sensation, so much so that she
forgot the hot pain radiating from the abelaat crystal.


            The
group slowly headed through the broken archway in the outer wall. Karleah
stared at the scorched rock. Her eyes fell on the smooth pavement of the road
leading into the village, then shifted to the destroyed buildings nearby.


            The tiny village had housed no more
than fifty or so mages at any one time. Its one-time buildings—great, soaring
structures of incredible creation—-were considered some of the finest pieces of
architecture ever created. Its spires formed the famous Mages’ Circle, at the
center of which was the amphitheater where all public meetings were held.


            “Karleah!”
Jo asked. “Is this the work of the abaton?”


            “Yes,” Karleah muttered. “We didn’t
arrive in time. Look at that spire!” The wizardess pointed to the remains of a
tower. “Wazel lived there—an old friend of mine. When the time was right, I was
going to send Dayin to him for polishing.”


            Braddoc
asked, “Karleah, just what was Armstead?”


            The
old woman sighed heavily as she started down the main avenue that led to the
center of the village. Karleah remembered wonderful, exotic trees lining
the way. They had all been snapped in two. “Armstead,” Karleah said heavily,
leaning against her staff as she shuffled along, “is— er, was—a place of wizardry. How old the village is— was—is unknown.” She stopped to flip
over a large, flat piece of debris.


            Karleah
leaped back as the withered husk of a human body, swaddled in charred robes,
fell over.


            The
wizardess carefully turned over another pile of charred cloth, finding the same
desiccated cloth and flesh. She stared down the avenue at other piles of what
she had thought were debris. She shook her head sadly.


            “What,
Karleah?” Dayin asked, the boy’s keen ears picking up his mistress’s words. “The dead people?” The boy’s eyes were wide with morbid
curiosity, Karleah touched his hair sadly.


            “The
abaton was brought to this village. The energies here must have been immense.”
Karleah pointed at scorch marks and some blasted buildings that had to have
been hit by lightning bolts or similar spells.


            “My
guess is, the wizards of Armstead let the abaton in, believing the guards when
they said it was a simple puzzle box,” Karleah continued. “Then the abaton
opened up and began drawing in all the magic present here in Armstead—which was
considerable, needless to say.”


            “But what about
the wizards?” Johauna asked as they continued to walk toward the center
of the town. “Why are they dead? Why weren’t they just drained like you and
Dayin were? Why?”


            “More
importantly, that box has to be around here still, Karleah,” Braddoc added. “Are
you and the boy all right?” He pointed to a trio of dried husks. “You’re not
going to turn into that, are you?”


            Karleah
touched the crystal’s pouch, suddenly thankful for the burning pain. “No.” The
old woman shook her head. “Leastways, I don’t think so. Dayin, are you in any
pain?”


            The
boy shook his head, staring.


            “We
should be fine as long as I carry the abelaat crystal,” Karleah answered. “It
seems to be working very hard to block the abaton’s draining powers.” The
ancient wizardess leaned heavily on her staff, driving herself forward as the
others passed her. They had already slowed their pace for her, and she was
determined they should not a second time. “Yes,” Karleah said huskily, “the
abaton drained these wizards of all their powers—to the point of death. I’m
thankful the abaton was very weak when last I was in contact with it.”


            Karleah
pointed to the left. “That used to be an inn,” she informed the group. “I had
hoped we could stay there tonight, for they made the best onion soup I’ve ever tasted—thick,
rich, and savory.”


            They
had reached an amphitheater, where the mages of Armstead once had held
magnificent celebrations and rituals. Karleah took the first step down the
chipped stairs. Her gait was necessarily slow, for arthritis had set in her old
bones some years ago. The long, cold days in the saddle had aggravated it
severely.


            “Look!” Jo cried out.


            It
took a moment for Karleah’s eyes to focus on the playing stage a hundred feet
down. The early evening light seemed to play tricks on her eyes.


            The
abaton stood in the middle of the stage, somber and black. Its lid was closed,
but Karleah could still feel its power.


            Jo
raced forward, her feet pounding out a frantic rhythm on the stone steps. Braddoc following at a more sedate pace. Brisbois remained
at the top of the stairs, offering no comment. Dayin put his arm around
Karleah’s waist to help her down the steps, but the old woman shooed him away.
“I’m not that old,” she said testily. Karleah touched the pouch to reassure
herself; yes, the abelaat crystal will protect me from the abaton. The old
wizardess sighed once and then stepped forward hurriedly.


            Only
then did she see Jo pull Wyrmblight from its sheath, moving calmly toward the
abaton. She walked with a confidence that said she thought she knew how to
destroy it.


            “Jo!”
Braddoc shouted, hurrying down the steps now. “What are you doing?”


            Jo
didn’t answer, for she was almost at the stage now. The dwarf s short legs
carried him forward with surprising speed. He reached the stage just after she
did and threw himself at Jo as she swung Wyrmblight in an overhead arc. He
slammed into her, his arms wrapping around her midsection and dragging her to
the ground. Together, they collapsed onto the hard granite floor of the
amphitheater. To the squire’s credit, she didn’t lose her hold on the sword,
though one hand flew off and most of her breath was knocked out of her.


            “Johauna Menhir,” Karleah said
evenly, only now reaching the stage. “If you ever try anything that foolish again,
I’ll make sure you never live to make a third attempt. What were you thinking,
girl?”


            Jo
hesitated a moment, then hung her head in shame. “It suddenly seemed like I
could destroy it with the sword.” She paused, apparently realizing how idiotic
she sounded. “I heard this voice in my head that said, 'Wyrm- blight can destroy the abaton. Wyrmblight can destroy it.’ ”
She murmured an apology, but the old witch was not interested in excuses.


            “Look,”
Brisbois said, still standing at the top of the amphitheater, “we’ve got to
destroy this thing somehow. Let her use Wyrmblight.”


            “Close
your mouth and open your eyes,” Johauna said to Brisbois. “We need a lookout up
there.”


            “That’s
what I’m doing,” came the snide reply.


            Karleah
tapped the granite between Braddoc’s feet and said, “See if you can pick up the
box. See if you can carry it out of here.”


            The
dwarf nodded grimly and sidled over to the box. It was one of the first times
he had ever responded immediately to Karleah, without some disparaging comment
about the “old crone.” Stooping over the abaton, Braddoc grappled it sides and
pulled. It didn’t move. He tried again, taking a lower purchase on it. Still
the box would not budge. Placing his foot against one edge, he thrust, seeing
if it would even slide on the stage.


            “Won’t
move,” Braddoc said, looking up red-faced.


            Karleah’s
expression was solemn. “It is as I thought. The thing is rooted. When it
absorbed enough magic to become a true portal, it must have affixed itself to
this spot on Mystara.”


            “If its
swallowed that much magic,” Jo interrupted, “and has become a portal, shouldn’t
we be expecting some abelaat visitors?”


            Karleah
seemed to consider. “That’s why we need to camp right here, to guard the box
until we can learn how to move it or destroy it.”


            “Camp here?” Jo asked, gazing about at the blackened seats
and ash-strewn foot wells. “With this kind of blast, Auroch would have to know
exactly where his little box ended up.”


            “Precisely,”
said the old crone.


 












          Chapter XV


 


            Karleah
leaned back against the charred steps of the amphitheater and frowned. The
nighttime sky above was black and starless due to the drifting ash in the air.
Even with Jo and Braddoc on guard duty, Auroch could easily slip through that
seamless night and trigger the abaton. But he hadn’t. In the faint glow of the
abelaat crystal in her hand, Karleah could see that the abaton was still there, and still closed. The box that destroyed Armstead now
sat silent and cold.


            “Concentrate,”
the wizardess told herself. Turning her attention from the box, she peered into
the flawless, golden depths of the stone. Surely the crystal could tell her the
weakness of the abaton. She lowered the stone atop a smoking brazier, letting
the heat embrace its edged form. Again Karleah concentrated on the box, on
Auroch, on her hope to destroy the abaton. With avid interest, she watched the
dim facets of the crystal glow and fade. Smoky forms swirled about the outside
of the stone. But the inside remained empty.


            It
was no use. The crystal lay silent, lifeless in Karleah’s palm. The old woman’s
gnarled, scarred fingers closed about the stone, and her eyes lifted to the
black sky overhead. She sighed and let her mind rest for a moment. You’re
trying too hard, deary, she told herself. That’s why you aren’t seeing it. The
abaton was too dangerous, too powerful for Auroch to have lost track of it.
Surely Verdilith’s possession of it was part of the mage’s plan. Surely
Braddoc’s theft of it, the castle’s examination of it—even their removal of it
to Armstead must have been set up by Auroch from the beginning. And now, the
fact that he hadn’t attacked them to regain his precious prize showed that they
also were playing right into his hands.


            Perhaps
I should have let Johauna use Wyrmblight on the box, Karleah thought. Or,
perhaps that’s exactly what Auroch wanted me to do.


            “No,”
Karleah said aloud. That’s just running myself in
useless circles. It can’t be that everything I think of is part of Auroch’s
plan.


            Karleah
shut her eyes to the darkness around her and whispered, “You haven’t forgotten
what Armstead was like. You remember how lovely Armstead was in the spring. You
remember the blossoming crabs lining the cobblestone pavement, the crocuses and
tulips peeking beneath the trees.”


            The
old woman sighed, trying to hold back the flow of tears. She couldn’t allow
herself the luxury of giving in to her pain.


            Karleah
opened her eyes and gazed down at the five smaller crystals Jo had given her.
They lay arrayed dimly before her, as inert as the true abelaat stone. Karleah
had hoped these other crystals might be key to
unlocking the master crystal. But she had searched each of them, looking for
some answering response, some glimmer of motion or color within the stones.
Every time, she had failed.


            The wizardess again contemplated the
box. A clear seam outlined its lid, and a simple clasp connected the lid with
the bottom of the box. Free from all ornamentation, the abaton was a marvel of
simplicity.


            Karleah
knit her brows in concentration, clasped the master crystal in her hands, and
stared at the box, suddenly wishing it would open for her. She wanted to see
this marvelous place where the legendary abelaats lived, wanted to see them
before they became twisted and evil creatures. She wanted to step across the
bridge between worlds.


            The
crystal in her hand dug into her flesh, adding its heat with that of her blood.


 


            As
Jo stood watch, she distractedly ran her finger along the edge of Wyrmblight.
Its hard, sharp edge nearly cut her skin. The sensation surprised her, for she
had once believed it would never cut her. But much about the blade surprised
her lately.


            She
should have given it to the baroness. That much was clear. The blade was fully
an inch taller than she, and it had been stupid for Jo to think she could wield
it.


            Worse
yetr she now knew she was ruining the blade. It was a sensitive,
intelligent blade, drawing strength from its wielder. When Flinn fell from
honor, the sword was blackened by his bitter soul, and when his honor was
regained, the sword again glowed bright. Only four days after Flinn s death,
the blade was so strong that Verdilith couldn’t break it. But, in Jos meager
hands, the fabled Wyrmblight had slowly diminished to being even weaker than a
normal blade. It was so brittle now that jabbing Brisbois had cracked it. She
hadn’t found the fracture, but she knew it was there. She could sense it.


            And the sword hadn’t spoken to her
since Kelvin. A kind of gnawing desperation had begun inside of her. She was
afraid to even pull the blade from its harness, lest she might break it. If
only she could bear it back whole to the Castle of the Three Suns so that they
could encase it, a relic, in glass. That’s what it had become: a glass sword.


            Even
Flinn had sensed her discomfort when last they had spoken through the crystal.
He had asked repeatedly about the blade, kept saying he could feel that
something was amiss with it.


            Weary
of her ruminations, Jo looked across the fire to check on Dayin. He slept
soundly, as though unaffected by their bleary surroundings. Brisbois lay
nearby, still but not asleep, his eyes open and staring toward Wyrmblight.
There was something akin to lust on his dark features. Apparently aware of her
attention, he stroked his short beard and twirled the ends of his moustache.


            Jo
turned Wyrmblight away from the dishonored knight, and he gave a slight whimper
of disappointment.


            “What
are you looking at?” the young squire demanded.


            Brisbois
shook his head and smiled. “Nothing. I was just trying
to think of how Verdilith is going to smash that thing.”


            “He
will not.”


            “Well,”
the man said, rising and shuffling over to where Jo stood. He stared her
straight in the eye. “I hope, for your sake, you’ve got some other plan for the
Great Green’s demise. Something gruesome you’ve been thinking of. Cutting his
throat and letting him choke on his own blood; disemboweling him and letting
him slip on his entrails; you know, that sort of thing.”


            “What about cutting his arm off and
beating him with the bloody stump?” Braddoc asked wryly from his nearby
guardpost. He shook his head in disgust.


            “Say,
that’s a good one. Well, what are you going to do Jo? Are you going to beat him
to death with his own limbs?”


            “What
business is it of yours what I plan?” she spat.


            “I
think it’s everyone’s business,” Brisbois replied, indicating the rest of the
group with a sweep of his arm. “Obviously, Verdilith is searching for us. It’s
only a matter of time—”


            “How
do you know he’s searching for us?” Braddoc interrupted.


            Brisbois
directed his response to Jo. “He hates that blade, Johauna. And he hates the
person who wields it. He hates the blade so much I’ll bet he’d betray anyone to
see it destroyed, even an old ally like Teryl Auroch.”


            “How
do you know that?” Jo asked, pulling Wyrmblight closer to her for comfort.


            “How
could I not?” Brisbois replied incredulously. He brushed the ash from his side
and added, “Wyrm—that sword was created with a single purpose: to destroy
Verdilith. It’s very existence is an abomination, as far as the dragon is
concerned.”


            “But,
the Great Green would have to be a great fool if he hasn’t found us yet,”
Braddoc shot back.


            “Just so, just so.”


            “You
two are a couple of gasbags,” Jo said, a chill running down her spine.


            “If
I were Verdilith and I knew that sword was forged to be my bane, I would
destroy it this instant, and you just after. Especially since
it is the fallen sword ofElinn the Fallen.”


            “Flinn the Mighty,
damn you!” Jo hissed, jumping to her feet. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten
what you and your plans did to him, bondsman. And don’t think your debt will be
easily paid!”


            Brisbois
appeared shocked and backed away a step. He held up his hands in a gesture of
peace and said, “I’m sorry, Mistress Menhir. I meant no disrespect.”


            “What
was the point of all this, again?” Braddoc asked, tersely motioning for Jo to
lower the blade. She resented Braddoc’s continual interruptions of the feud
between her and Brisbois, but did as she was told.


            Brisbois
pulled on his goatee a moment, a dubious expression crossing his features, then he sat down again by the fire. He said, “All I was
saying was that Verdilith is sure to find us eventually, drawn to that sword
like a moth to a flame. Here, in this blasted town, we have no defense. There’s
nowhere to run, and nowhere to hide. He could kill us all with a single
breath.”


            “We’ve
got to guard the abaton,” Jo said, glaring askance at the man.


            “One
of us does,” he replied. “The rest should wait in reserve to attack if needed.”


            “And
what do you suggest?”


            “I
have no suggestion,” he replied. “That’s why I asked if you have any other
plans for your defense.”


            “Why
don’t we ask Karleah? She knows this place better than we do. She could
probably find a place for us to stay that isn’t quite so . . . exposed,”
Braddoc suggested.


            Brisbois
shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea just yet. The old woman seems
engrossed in whatever she’s doing.”


            “For
once I agree with you,” Jo said. “And I hate to say it, but you are right about
us getting out of the open.”


            The squire looked over her shoulder
to the^inmoving form of the old woman. “We might be here a little while.” “Then
let’s start now,” Brisbois said, rising and dusting himself off again. “You
keep guard over Karleah and Dayin while Braddoc and I go off to find someplace
to hole up.”


            Jo was about ready to agree with the
proposal when a voice in her head said, Don't let him have the
upper hand. If he chooses the place where you'll camp, he'll know it better
than you. But neither did she trust him to guard Dayin and Karleah. Jo made
an angry cutting motion with her hand. “You’re staying near me, bondsman!
Braddoc will post guard and you and I
will find better cover.”


            Brisbois
turned to Braddoc and shrugged. The dwarf made no reply as he leaned on his
axe. “Fine by me.”


            Jo
turned to Brisbois, who stood waiting, sword hand on the pommel of his weapon.
The young squire made a commanding gesture, and the two headed off into
darksome Armstead.


 


            As
Karleah forced her will upon the amber crystal, she felt it press into her
palms, cutting through the flesh. And there was blood. For the first time since
she had taken the true abelaat stone from its pouch, she broke contact, letting
it drop to the ground beside the other crystals.


            “It’s
this damn box, sapping the stone’s power,” she said to herself as she stared at
her hands. The blood was running faster than she had expected. Karleah blinked
and wiped away what she could. She stared at her new cuts with annoyance, not
wanting to cease her efforts to divine the abaton’s weakness. But the lines of
blood slowly spreading down her arms convinced her to bandage the wounds. She
shook her head, grasped the hem of her robe, and began to rip off strips of it.


            As
she applied the crude bandages to her hands, Karleah glanced up toward the
campfire at the top of the amphitheater. Her eyes widened when she saw that
there was nobody by the still-burning blaze except the sleeping boy and the
dwarf.


            “How
goes the magical folderol?” Braddoc shouted down to her.


            “Fine,”
she lied, tying off one of the bandages. “Where are the others?”


            “Went
to . . . explore,” Braddoc replied.


            That
seemed a bad idea to the old witch, and Braddoc apparently sensed her
uneasiness.


            “Do
you want me to try to stop them?”


            A
smile formed on the crone s lips. Despite their bickering, she and Braddoc were
growing psychically sensitive to one another. “Yes.”


            Nodding,
the dwarf tromped off into the darkness. Karleah peered nervously after him,
noting once again the still form of Dayin. In the flickering light of the
campfire, he seemed as dead as the buildings of Armstead. He had been
despondent since Threshold. The news of his fathers
heritage, of his own abelaat bloodline, must have crushed the boy, Karleah
reflected.


            “And
no wonder,” she whispered to herself, continuing to stare at the boy’s dark
form. “He now knows more about himself than he ever needed to know.”


            She
turned back toward the box, and only then realized with horror what she had
done. The true abelaat stone had left her grasp, had left contact with her
flesh. Its protection of her had ended.


            She groped about on the ground, but
the stone was gone. Looking up, she saw with fear that the abaton s lid was
slowly cracking open.


            And
the blackness within it was enormous.


            She
couldn’t scream, feeling the life force already draining from her body. She
couldn’t move, her body seeming hollow, like a stone statue, imprisoning her
soul. And, though she knew the box’s lid was only open a fraction of an inch,
she felt as though she were staring into eternity.


            She
saw everything, and nothing. She saw fireballs as big as Mystara itself, as big
as a thousand worlds, hurling in reckless courses at speeds unimaginable. She
saw nations spread like lichen across a barren rock, breaking it down into sand
and soil. She saw worms boring through the bodies of the dead. She saw the
color of pain and the shape of screaming. But, worst of all, in the roaring
rush she saw the purpose of the evil abaton—she saw what Auroch would do.


            “He’s
coming back for Dayin!” she hissed through lips iio longer her own. She
struggled to rise, but the box dragged her stony body forward. Her head struck
its coal- black side and bone shattered like glass in her mind. Then Karleah
saw another vision, a vision of Teryl Auroch coming down from the skies and
taking Dayin into the abaton, back to the world of the abelaat.


            Dayin—run! she struggled to say, but her body
slid off her, like a robe of silk slides from the shoulders of a young woman.
And then, solid and black and heavy as the sun, oblivion embraced her.


 


            Jo
and Brisbois cautiously picked their way through the catacombs beneath
Armstead. They formed a vast network of naturally and magically carved caves
that honeycombed the bedrock of the village. If Jo’s guess was right, the
catacombs connected every site in Armstead, including the amphitheater. Finding
the trunk that led to the amphitheater would allow them an excellent hiding place,
and a post from which to guard the abaton.


            As
the two carefully made their way through the passages, Jo held up a small lamp
she had found among the wreckage. The flickering glow of the lamp seemed to
make the caves jitter and sway, and it cast evil shadows over Brisbois’s
grinning face.


            “I
told you we could turn up something worthwhile, if we only looked,” Brisbois
said, stepping carefully over a fallen column of stone.


            “All
we’ve found yet is ruin and corpses,” replied Jo. Although she knew Brisbois
was right, she couldn’t bring herself to admit it to him. Peering ahead, Jo
mentally retraced their steps, hoping they were still heading toward the
amphitheater. The passage ahead narrowed, and cracks in the stone walls showed
that the ground had shifted in the blast. “I think the connecting passage will
be just after this section.”


            “Lead
on,” Brisbois replied with a leering, self-satisfied smile.


            Jo
pursed her lips, declining comment. She stepped cautiously into the tight
corridor, leaning to avoid the dark jags of rough stone that protruded from one
wall. Brisbois followed close after, too close, in Jo’s opinion. She could feel
his hot breath on her back, and his hand occasionally brushed her side.


            She
turned in the tight space and scowled at Brisbois. “Back off, bondsman,” she
said, intentionally lifting the lantern close to his face.


            The man didn’t wince, a lascivious
light in his eyes. He nodded, his gaze tracing out the ash-smudged contours of
her chest and hips.


            Jo’s
eyes narrowed. She set a hand on his shoulder and pushed him backward. “Keep
your mind on your duty, soldier.” Pivoting, she continued into the passage. She
raised the lantern and turned sideways to squeeze between two boulders. As she
worked one leg past the encroaching stone, she could feel his eyes still on
her.


            “I
know now why Flinn fell in love with you, Jo,” Brisbois said luridly, “why he
wanted you.”


            A
sharp retort died on Jo’s tongue as the caves shifted violently around her. The
lantern dropped from her hand, and, with a shattering of glass, the flame
guttered and almost went out. Jo frantically tried to pull her foot free from
the boulders. But, in the shuddering darkness, she couldn’t find a handhold.
Dirt fell from the ceiling in a choking cloud and billowed out through the
passage.


            “Brisbois?” Jo shouted, anger and fear and alarm mixing in
her voice.


            For
one awful moment, she felt him, his body pressed next to hers, his hands
groping along her sides, his lips rubbing hungrily against hers. She broke
away, drawing a breath to scream, but a burning, biting vapor filled her lungs,
and she spasmed with coughing.


            “You’ll
be an excellent prize, Johauna Menhir,” he seethed eagerly.


            Jo
lashed out with her fists, but struck only the stone of the passage. Although
she flailed in both directions, her knuckles struck nothing.


            Thunder
rumbled in the distance, and the caves shook again. In desperation, Jo wrenched
her foot free of the rock, drew her knife, and searched the cave floor for the lantern.
After dragging across the shattered glass, her hands at last settled on the
lantern’s handle. She adjusted the wick and the flame grew bright again.
Lifting the lantern into the dusty air, she drew her knife, but the defamed
knight was nowhere to be seen.


            “Brisbois! You bastard!”


 


            The
amphitheater was lighted by an unholy glow as luminous vapors swirled thickly
through it. The magical storm rose from the abaton and spiraled up into the
black night above Armstead. Its twining mists reached like spectral claws up to
the clouds high above and tore a hole in them, revealing the starry heavens.
White-hot jags of lightning erupted through the center of the storm and danced
in spinning circles across the devastated village. The ash that had settled on
the charred ground lifted on the winds and filled the air like snow.


            And,
suddenly, Teryl Auroch stood in the midst of the storm, as calm as if he were
standing on land. His face bore no expression, and, as he was lifted on the
rushing winds, his piercing blue eyes settled on the campfire atop the
amphitheater.


            With
a motion of his hand, Auroch awakened his son. Dayin rubbed his eyes and looked
upward, shielding his face from the radiant mage. Then, lip trembling, he
stood. Resignation hung plainly in his features, as though he knew in that
moment what his father had planned, always had planned, since the moment of his
birth.


            The
storm heightened, a moaning roar rising from the abaton itself. The charred
remains of a blasted home collapsed in the gale, and rubble from the rock walls
jiggled uneasily. Abruptly, fire erupted in the core of the vapors, flames that
leaped to the very clouds. The sudden blast of heat sent winds howling and
thrumming through the surrounding forests, bearing with them flocks of leaves,
torn from their boughs.


            The
boy seemed mesmerized, unaware. He didn’t flinch as the crackling thunder shook
the ground. He didn’t wince as the flames roared in huge, spiraling sheets from
the box. Without expression, Dayin calmly stepped up from the earth, as though
on an invisible stair, and walked to his father. The mage put his arm around
the boy and held him close, as if to protect him from the ravages of the
still-growing storm. Dayin glanced up at his father, the gazes of their
brilliant blue eyes locking.


 


            Jo
burst out from the catacombs entrance just before the building above her
toppled into the caves. She dropped the lantern and gripped Wyrmblight in a
firm, two-handed grasp as she rushed toward the storm- swathed amphitheater.


            “Karleah!”
she shouted in fear, though the wind ripped the word from her throat. Leaning
into the gale, she ran, stones sliding beneath her feet. Her legs slipped out
from under her and she fell. Crying out in surprise and pain, Johauna gripped a
charred root to keep from being blown backward.


            Blinking,
she stared into the raging storm. A blue-white column of mist rose from the
amphitheater, its core blazing with fire. A shower of sparks and embers
emanated from the storm’s heart, raining down on the land around her. And
there, at the heart of the storm, she saw Teryl Auroch holding Dayin.


            “Dayin!” she cried, but the wind
blew too hard for her to hear her own voice.


            A
tremendous pillar of light pierced the sky, stabbing at an angle through the
heart of the storm and entering the abaton. The pillar had a beautiful,
pearlescent glow. Teryl Auroch gently gestured his son to walk into the
slanting light. Jo watched helplessly as the boy floated on the air, entering
the glowing shaft without a backward glance. The mage shot Jo a last enigmatic
look, then stepped in behind his son.


            “No!
Dayin!” she screamed. “Dayin, come back!”


            Struggling
to her knees, Jo lifted Wyrmblight, wanting to feel the four runes of the
Quadrivial pulse and glow with heat. But the sword was dark and cold.


            All
was lost—Armstead, Dayin, Flinn, Wyrmblight . . . Jo didn’t even want to guess
what had happened to Karleah and Braddoc. Auroch had defeated them. Brisbois
had escaped. Honor, Courage, Faith, and Glory were dead, and Jo s heart was
dead with them. Her pledge to Sir Graybow and herself—her pledge of mercy—rang
hollowly in her ears.


            Rising
unsteadily to her feet, Jo grasped the blade of Wyrmblight and set the hilt
firmly on the ground. Leaning the sword toward her, she placed the tip against
her left breast and closed her tearful eyes.


            “No,
Jo, there is another way,” a voice said from behind her, a voice she actually
heard, one she recognized.


            Johauna
Menhir whirled around, Wyrmblight clattering loudly to the ground. Her heart
leaped. It was impossible. It was true. For a moment, the fury of the storm was
nothing.


            Standing
in the blasted city, framed by the flames of the burning buildings, stood Flinn the Mighty. He was clothed in scintillating
light, his armor blinding. His smiling face glowed with strength and health.


            And life.












          Chapter XVI


 


 


              Involuntarily,
Jo crumpled to her knees and buried her face in her hands. She felt suddenly
unworthy, suddenly ashamed of her despair. Reflexively, she reached out for
comfort to Wyrmblight, lying beside her. It was cold to her touch, cold with the taint of your unworthiness,
the voice in her head told her. Only the stone in her belt pouch was warm and
comforting.


            “Rise,
Johauna,” came Flinn’s voice from the brilliant light.
“Your fear can wait. Now we must act.”


            Jo’s
eyes remained averted, and she trembled upon the ground.


            “I
said rise!” the voice commanded, its tone tinged with anger.


            Slowly,
Johauna stood, lifting Wyrmblight with her. “Oh, Flinn,” she breathed, her
voice just audible over the storm. Still her eyes would not meet his. “I have
missed you, so.”


            “And
I, you, my dear,” the radiant Figure said. He reached out gently toward her,
cupping the side of her head in his hand. “Give me the sword, my love.”


            “Yes,” she said, her heart pounding
painfully. She turned Wyrmblight toward him, pommel-first. “You are an Immortal
now, aren’t you? You have the power to set things right, don’t you?”


            Flinn
smiled a polite smile and reached out for the blade.


            Only
now looking him full in the face, Jo saw the way the wind blew his hair, and
remembered riding with him in the days when they first had met. She remembered
her joy when fighting side by side with Flinn the Mighty, hero of legend and
song. She remembered the thrill that had traveled up and down her spine, and
she wondered why she didn’t feel that same thrill now. The young squire
suddenly withdrew the blade. “Promise me.”


            Flinn’s
brow furrowed, but he maintained his smile and still held out his hands.
“Promise you what?” he asked, his voice resonant above
the howling wind.


            “Promise
me you’ll save Dayin and kill Auroch and Verdilith and Brisbois.” Jo took a
single step closer, fixing her gaze on the eyes of the man she loved. “And
promise me you’ll never leave me again.”


            Flinn
let his arms fall to his side, the smile on his face quickly fading to an
expression of deep pity. For a moment, it seemed to Jo that the man—the
Immortal— might fall to his knees and beg forgiveness for leaving her to die
all alone. But she understood in her heart and soul that whatever Flinn had
become, through whatever fiery lands he had walked, he didn’t need her
forgiveness for any act, past or still to come. He was beyond guilt and
innocence now. Though he stood resplendent before her, Flinn would never truly
be the same man she had once loved.


            “Johauna
Menhir,” Flinn said gravely, “I promise to do these things. And I promise that
even death cannot separate us now.” He raised his hands again to accept
Wyrmblight.


            Jo
lifted the heavy blade without hesitation, pushing it forward into Flinn’s
arms. The runes of the Quadrivial blazed brightly, almost angrily, in the hands
of the glowing creature. Johauna gazed at it with awe, guessing that whatever
holy essence was used to create the sword, the blade knew when it was in the
hands of its wielder.


            Flinn
gripped Wyrmblight with both hands, the perfection of his body reflecting the
brilliant white radiance of the pillar of light, which seemed now to be drawing
the mists and winds into it. Jo watched with fascination as every muscle
contracted with power—more power than any mortal man could wield. She felt
hypnotized, staring at his graceful, muscular body, and all other thoughts fled
her mind: she forgot the destruction of Armstead, the disappearance of Karleah
and Braddoc, the abduction of Dayin. None of these things were important any
longer. Flinn was back from the dead, and she knew he would set things right.


            “What
would you have me do, Johauna Menhir?” Flinn asked, his arms slowly lifting
Wyrmblight above his head, as if to strike Jo down. She did not move, but stood
entranced. “What would you have me do? Shall I travel to this other world to
retrieve Dayin, kill his father, and ensure the abelaats never return?”


            Jo
nodded slowly. “Yes,” she said above the winds.


            “Shall
I smash this pillar of light and destroy the abaton?”


            Jo
nodded again. “Yes.”


            “Shall
I find Karleah and make her your equal in youth so you may share your lives as
closest friends?”


            Jo s head dropped to her chest.
“Yes.”


            Flinn
placed the tip of Wyrmblight under Jo s chin and lifted her head to face him.
She felt the metal on her flesh as the storm winds buffeted her, as the
crackling lightning split the sky.


            Her
love had returned from the land of the dead.


            He
would set things right.


            “Shall
I take you as my one true love, above whom I will
place no other?”


            Jo
said nothing. She moved forward, letting the edge of Wyrmblight caress her
skin, drawing a thin line of blood across her check. She felt no pain, only the
joy of being closer to Flinn. She raised her arms and clung to him, daring to
hold him close, embrace him, feel the power beneath
his once-dead flesh. His heart beat loudly in his chest and his breath was hot.


            Jo
gently parted her lips and looked up toward Flinn’s face. With a trembling hand
on the back of his neck, she pulled his lips down onto her own, tasting what
she had longed to these many months. The kiss was a gift of forgetfulness,
purging her mind of all that had past. As long as he held her close, as long as
she clung to him, she would never feel pain again.


            “Jo,
dear,” he whispered, huskily, pulling back from her. “To stop the wizard, I
must regain all of my life force ”


            Jo
staggered backward a step, staring doe-eyed into her lover s face. She wanted
to continue the kiss, so safe a haven from the maddening storm.


            “Wyrmblight,”
Flinn continued, “holds a small part of my soul. I must release it if I am to
stop Teryl Auroch”


            Jo
gave a vague nod, her eyes blank. “I remember. You spoke to me.”


            “Yes.
It is as I said to you. To release it, I must break the blade. But to break the
blade, I need you to will that it be broken,” Flinn replied. He knelt, digging
the tip of Wyrmblight into the ground and laying the great length of the blade
across his bent knee.


            Jo
nodded again. She blinked as if to clear her thoughts and looked to see what
Flinn was about to do.


            “Desire
it to be broken, Jo. You must abandon your faith in Wyrmblight, or my soul will
never be freed,” Flinn explained. “I must destroy Wyrmblight
”


            Jo’s
limbs felt as heavy as stone. Her mind, whirling in a haze, believed Flinn when
he said he must break the blade. But her heart screamed at the thought; if
Wyrmblight was the soul of Flinn, it must not be destroyed. It had been her
source of guidance, her source of hope in the dark times since Flinn s death.
She had wielded the blade against Verdilith and nearly slain the beast. She had
listened to its wise counsel to have
faith, not abandon it.


            Flinn
s fist came down on the blade. A shower of sparks arched from
his knuckles and were drawn into the insatiable w inds. The four runes
of the Quadrivial flared brightly at the man’s touch. Flinn s fist came down a
second time, and his expression twisted with pain as his hand rebounded from
the hard metal. The runes flamed again, sending shafts of light into the air
and into Jo’s dazzled eyes. The blade cracked across its width at the third
blow, and the Quadrivial blazed once more before it went black.


            Jo
staggered back another step, feeling the pulse of the abaton’s pillar of light.
In the pearlescent glow, Flinn seemed huge and monstrous as he raised his fist
for the final blow. Anger twisted his face, and, in his eyes, Jo saw something she
had never witnessed before in the man she loved.


            Madness.


            Flinn would never have destroyed
Wyrmblight. He would never have made the runes of the Quadrivial go black. You will be an excellent prize, Johauna
Menhir. The words of Brisbois echoed in her mind.


            “Not
Brisbois,” she murmured, incredulous. Jo screamed her rage and lunged forward.
She grabbed the hilt of Wyrmblight, yanking it from the glowing creatures
grasp. “For Flinn!” she cried, running the blade through the
mans heart. Coruscating bands of white light streamed from the wound.


            Flinn’s
eyes opened in sudden horror, revealing vertically slitted pupils: the eyes of
Verdilith. With a roar, he reached out to grapple her, his arm suddenly maimed
and bleeding. Jo pushed the great sword farther into Flinn’s body. He shrieked
in agony. His eyes rolled back into his head and his hands clawed at the air,
mouth now opening without a sound.


            Jo
twisted the blade, and Wyrmblight snapped in two, lodged in the ribs of the
statuesque figure. Flinn’s body fell back to the ground, but Jo leaped atop him
and battered him with the jagged edge of the broken sword. The blows fell on
that muscled form with equal measures of hatred and love, and the runes of the
Quadrivial blazed brightly on the shattered blade.


            “Mer—Mercy,”
the dragon whispered through the lips of Flinn the Fallen.


            Jo
paused for a moment, staring down blankly at the ruined form. Setting the razor
edge of the broken blade on the creature’s throat, Johauna Menhir said, “No.
Not mercy. Justice.”


 












          Epilogue


 


            The
black gateway of the Realm of the Dead opened.


            Flinn arose in flames. Stepping from
a burning building at the center of Armstead, Flinn breathed the air of Mystara
into his lungs again. His memory of what had just happened was vague, shrouded
by a haze of forgetfulness, like the drifting ash that shrouded the village. He
didn’t even know his own name.


            But
he did remember the abaton, the evil
box of Auroch and the abelaats. He remembered, too, the instruction he had
received from Diulanna: Destroy the abaton or remove it from Mystara.


            There
it was before him, its white-hot pillar drawing the magic from Mystara. Flinn
could feel the life of his world gradually drain away into the pearlescent
column, feel the balance of magic slowly shift and sway to favor the abelaats’
world. He must destroy the box, or every creature on Mystara would be dead
within the year Diulanna had shown this to him. Thor, the Thunderer, and Odin,
the All Father, had confirmed it.


            Flinn flexed his muscles and felt
his immortal form writhe with power. His mortal body had been strong, but now
he wielded an otherworldly power. Even so, his powers were new to him, and he
did not know them all. But he would learn them, and learn them quickly if he
was to destroy the abaton.


            The
knight took another step, feeling the ground beneath his feet—a sensation he
thought he would never feel again. He remembered that his pyre had been much
like the ruined building that burned now behind him. Yet, something was missing,
something that danced just beyond the edge of memory.


            Flinn
shook his head in confusion. “Not something,” he said to himself. “Someone.” But he couldn’t remember who. Soon he would
remember—as he learned his powers, he would remember. “I must build my
strength,” he stated.


            “Since
when do dead men have to build their strength?” a voice asked from behind him.


            Flinn
slowly turned. His eyes narrowed with remembrance.


            “You
don’t remember me,” said the stranger flatly. “That’s no surprise. You’ve been
dead quite some time.”


            “And
who are you?” Flinn asked.


            “Do
you remember anything? About who you are, who you
knew. Who you loved?”


            Flinn
shook his head. “No. Very little.”


            “Then
let me help you remember. Your name is great in these lands—of course, partly
due to me. Your name is Flinn . . . Flinn the Mighty.”


            Flinn
nodded, trying the name out on his lips. He felt no threat from this stranger
and guessed it was somebody he had known in his mortal life. Blinking, Flinn
pointed down to the remains of a body on the ground, “Who was that?” he asked.


            The stranger paused introspectively
before replying. After a moment, he said, “That was your greatest enemy, a
dragon named Verdilith. He took your form in perfection, as there is a perfect
copy of everything on the Plane of the Dead. It was one of the many events that
allowed you to return to this world.” The stranger eyed the column of light.
“Let’s go. It’ll drain both of us of our souls unless we get away from it.
Besides, you’ve much to learn before you can destroy that thing.”


            “Very well.”


            Flinn
let himself be led away from the pillar of light, the pillar that was the
gateway to his enemy; As he walked, he asked, “What is
your name?”


            “Braddoc, of Rockhome, of course.”
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