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Chapter 1

 

Braeth straightened from a crouch beside the fire where a gill-skewered herring roasted for himself and his twelve-year-old grandson Vachel. Up-mountain on the snowfields, beyond the spring-green fairplain but close enough to be discernible as human beings, two figures moved. With awakening dread, Braeth squinted at the pair. 

A drift of wind blew downhill and his two dogs sprang to their feet. The animals' silver-tipped black hackles rose, their amber eyes glowed, their throaty growls rumbled. Braeth fingered the hilt of the long thin blade belted at the waist of his kirtle. 

"Kohba and Sehya do not like them," Vachel said. He thrust his thin arms through the slits of his horsehide cape and picked up his arrow case and bow as he scrambled to his feet. "They must be Tarns. Come to gain warrior prizes." 

Braeth's gut clenched. His grandson spoke true. The men would not have traversed crevasse-riddled mountains and risked scalding by sudden steam bursts from hidden geysers for any other reason. The vicious eastern tribe members prowled the western fairplains, hoping to find lone Nahlauks to rob and kill. And they would already have seen Braeth's breakfast fire. 

He had no desire to confront them. He was a man of medium build, not as stout as his Nahlauk comrades and certainly not as large of frame as the Tarns. 

"Damn them!" Anger swelled within him. At the enemy for crossing Fala, at himself for bringing his grandson into danger, at his son Thorpe for suggesting Braeth and Vachel should conduct an early foray on the northern egg cliffs. 

The last full-scale raid on Braeth's village by the warriors from Esstarn had come five years ago, when Vachel was seven. Did the boy remember? 

Braeth turned to look at his grandson. Expectation pinked the milk-white cheeks, lighted the dark brown eyes, parted the full lips with quick indrawn breaths. Of course Vachel remembered; his favorite playmate had been killed. And as any warrior must, he had erased from his mind the horrendous memories of the battle. 

But the visions of it seared Braeth's soul. Nahlauk faces hardly recognizable after multiple strikes of enemy hackers. Limp bodies pinned to village wall and dwellan door by long, chert-tipped arrows. Women torn and ravished. Children trampled under the thrashing hooves of horses driven mad by intentional feeding of deliriweed. 

Vachel would not see that. He would see only an opportunity to please his warrior father, avenge the death of his young friend, enter his twelfth-year with honor in battle against Nahlauk's sworn enemies. 

"Two of them and two of us," Vachel said and shook his arrow case to loosen the night-damp shafts one from the other. "We are evenly matched." But behind his studiously brave facade lurked the shadow of fear, a phantom the boy would resolutely thrust aside. 

"They are a warrior and his minion," Braeth said quietly. "And would not be out here if not well seasoned." 

"Do you not trust my skill with bow and bodkin, Grodda? Da has taught me well." 

"Yes, the Ain Eternal forgive him." 

From the snowfields came a roar as if a monstrous fist had slammed into the mountain. Braeth had no need to look upon it. It was a snowslide. The White Slayer. In seconds it would overrun their camp. 

Braeth grasped his grandson's arm and hauled him backward toward the shelter of the rock outcropping under which they had spent the night. 

"Kohba! Sehya! Come!" 

The two large dogs plunged into the recess under the overhang, and Braeth and Vachel fell against them. Tumultuous air raced ahead of the white tidal wave and eddied into the shelter. The wind whirlpooled, sucked out stones, fistfuls of lichen and chunks of damp earth. Outside their refuge, Braeth's waensledde, although five strides long and its basket laden, lifted as if borne on invisible sea waves and spiraled away. 

The White Slayer slammed the roof of the overhang, which shook with the mighty weight and showered bits of itself at the shelter entrance. One moment, Braeth glimpsed Fala's blue Fifth-month sky, the next, a tumbling mass of snow slid nearly to his feet and blocked the opening. 

Vachel, sprawled atop his grandfather, struggled to right himself. The boy's words came thinly as if driven through teeth clenched with indignation. "Those cravens. They set the White Slayer upon us." 

"Perhaps, Vachel, but it does hide us from them." 

"Da says there is no honor in hiding." 

Braeth sat up. Bowing his head, he ruffed the dirt particles from his nape-length dark hair and short beard, at the same time thanking the Ain Eternal for sparing him and his grandson from the snowslide. "And Helgist the Truth-Sayer says there is no honor in sacrifice. Do not be so eager to forfeit your life." 

"Helgist! Ha! The old woman has lost her courage." 

"The old woman has lost five of her family to battle. One was your best friend. Do you not miss him?" 

"Better dead than a slave to fear." Vachel's sharp-spoken words echoed those of his father. Braeth winced. 

For a long time the only sounds were the dogs' panting and whining, and an occasional thump as another small rock dropped from overhead. 

"All those hours collecting eggs wasted," Vachel grumbled. "And three dozen of them were kittawaeks." 

Braeth did not reply, but only admonished the dogs to be silent. He did not believe the Tarns would leave without trying to find them. A waensledde holding only a few supplies would not be considered a prize. No, they would want two fine Nahlauk bows and two bone-handled bodkins, for the weapons would prove that enemies had fallen. The tribal strangwitta would not care that one of the victims was only twelve years old. 

In spite of his willful determination to appear fearless, Vachel had a gentle heart and a tendency toward compromise. By contrast, Braeth's son Thorpe was foolishly bold and stubbornly unyielding; he had inherited the traits from Edri, his Nahlauk mother. Even though Thorpe was not a full-blooded member of Nahlauk, the villagers respected Vachel's father for his strength and courage as well as his fighting skills. They called him Thorpe the Favored, for he was the only villager who had ever caught the spotted bane disease and survived. 

As to where Vachel, Thorpe's only son, had acquired the kind soul he struggled to conceal, Braeth could not have said. Braeth had come from the continent of Prand, but he did not remember anything about his parents, or how, in his own twelfth-year, he had been cast upon this island that lay near the top of the world. The Nahlauks had taken him in, cared for him, let him life-mate with Edri; yet after nearly forty-one years they still called him Braeth the Visitor. 

Grandson and grandfather crouched under the overhang, one determined to gain esteem even if it meant dying, the other equally resolved to stay alive at whatever cost to honor. The length of time they dared remain in their shelter was limited to the amount of air the cramped space provided. Braeth prayed it would be long enough that the Tarns would grow weary of searching, take the waensledde and go home. 

But too soon the air grew thick with the outbreath of humans and animals, and Braeth determined they could wait no longer. The danger above ground was probable; the danger below ground, certain. Braeth ordered Kohba and Sehya, "Here! Dig! Up!" 

Barely visible in the darkness, their panting and excited whimpering evidenced their immediate response. Flagging plumed tails stirred the dank air, and snow showered over Braeth's thighs as he knelt. He compacted it, shoved it into the crevices of the overhang, saving as much space for himself, Vachel and the working dogs as he could. His breeches and kirtle of sheepskin treated with flummar oil repelled water, but the sleeve-ends of his sark clung to his wrists like bracelets of ice. He regretted he had taken off his gloves to prepare breakfast, for his hands soon ached and burned. He thought of warm things, as Helgist had taught him. Hearth-fires, mid-summer sun, steaming hotpools. 

Vachel brushed against him. "I can help, Grodda." 

"Thank you, Vachel, but there is scarce room for me to move. Please remain quiet and conserve our air." 

Kohba and Sehya dug steadily at an uphill slant, as they had been taught to do on command. As Braeth worked, trepidation edged out of the darkness and crept up his arms to tighten his shoulders. Perhaps the dogs would not reach the top of the slide before the shelter was filled with the dug snow. His hands became numb stumps he hoped were doing as he intended. Time passed, the dogs clawed and whined, Braeth tamped snow. 

"Grodda." A faint tremor had crept into the boy's voice. "Are we to die here like den-trapped foxes?" 

"Kohba and Sehya will dig us out. Soon we shall see the light of day." 

But in his heart, Braeth feared. In a few minutes, there would be no place to pack the snow, no room to move, no fresh air to breathe. 

Why had he done this to Vachel? Why had he not defied Thorpe and refused to bring the boy to this fairplain so far from their village? Was it because Falan custom decreed that when a boy entered his twelfth year, he should do man things? That was partly the answer, but the rest was that Braeth cherished Vachel's company, wanted to spend time alone with him. Would that selfish indulgence cost his grandson's life? 

The dogs stopped digging and slid back down their tunnel into the shelter, their panting loud in the stillness. Braeth sensed their anxiety. The fear that had sat his shoulders insinuated itself into his body, squeezed his heart until he thought it would stop beating. Vachel pressed against him. The boy's trembling lessened as his breathing grew labored. 

If I must die, Braeth thought, so be it, and I go to you, Ain Eternal, without misgiving. But, please, do not take Vachel. Let him grow into the fine young man I know he will be. 

So intense was Braeth's prayer that he was hardly aware of the brittle, tinkling voices overhead until Kohba barked. The sharp noise slammed against Braeth's ears, and jolted Vachel into brief movement. Again came the clear sounds of quick-spoken words. 

Braeth could hardly believe what he was hearing. Eld Nahlauks claimed that chattering little snowsprites helped those in trouble on the fairplains, but he had thought that to be only myth. Now he was sure the tales were true. 

"Icewinks, Vachel!" he cried. "Not Tarns! We are saved!" 

The boy regarded him through drowsy eyes, then as hope kindled, he struggled to sit upright. Braeth extended a helping hand, gladdened by the strength of Vachel's grip. 

Kohba and Sehya began digging with renewed energy. The snowsprites' chatter from above continued, and soon stubby white fingers met flying black claws. With a screech, the icewinks drew back. Yapping and whining, the dogs heaved themselves up the incline of the snow tunnel. Fresh sweet air flowed down the shaft. Vachel sucked in long deep breaths and looked at his grandfather. 

"I was never really afraid, Grodda." 

Braeth gave him a half-smile and squeezed his shoulder. "I know that, Vachel." 

Presuming the icewinks would not bring the boy to the surface if danger existed, Braeth boosted him up the tunnel and white hands reached to help. He retrieved his and Vachel's bows and arrow cases before following. The passageway's length verified that the dogs could not have dug through the slide in time to prevent them all from suffocating. If the snowsprites had not come... At the top of the tunnel, Braeth paused, lifted his face skyward and whispered a prayer of thanks to the Ain Eternal. 

Braeth climbed out, glancing around as he did so. A few feet away, three icewinks urged Vachel to stand. Gazing at them with awe, the boy did as they requested. Then, one hand shielding his eyes, he scanned the surroundings. "The Tarns are gone, Grodda." The relief in his expression negated the disappointment in his voice. 

Ah, Vachel, Braeth thought. You are all bluster. 

The snowsprites helped Braeth to a sitting position. He tucked aching hands under opposite arms, and the icewinks clutched at his elbows. "Upupup. Onyourfeet. Movemove." The words came so quickly they were almost unintelligible. 

Bareheaded, shoeless, clad only in knee-length white fur kirtles, the snowsprites were no taller or heavier than a child of eight years. Straight pale hair fell upon their thin shoulders; white-lashed ice-blue eyes flashed with impatience. With a sprite on each side and one pushing from behind, the icewinks hurried Braeth and Vachel south. 

The slide, its surface blistered with debris, had left a wide trail of broken and uprooted bushes and displaced boulders. On either side of it lay pale green slopes, freckled with brown lichen, blushed with pink-flowered heather. Up-mountain, the snowfields from which the White Slayer had descended gleamed pristine in the mid-day sun. 

Even if encouraged by the warrior and his minion, the slide should not have come this late in the year. Could it be that the Nain--the everlasting antithesis of the Ain Eternal--had assisted them in their attack? Braeth closed his eyes wearily against the thought. Fighting with men was bad enough; opposing the Nain would be impossible. He could only hope the presence of the icewinks meant that the Nain was not nearby--had gone if he had ever been there. 

The snowsprites continued to urge Braeth and Vachel to run and they stumbled around the obstacles the White Slayer had left in their path. Cold and cramped from kneeling so long in the shelter, they could hardly stay on their feet. Vachel tripped, fell against Kohba and steadied himself with hands spread on the dog's broad back. 

"Nonono." The icewink nearest Vachel took hold of his waist and tugged him away. "Runrunrun." 

Of a sudden, an immense dark cloud descended upon them. Kohba's black lips curled, a growl rumbled deep in his throat. Sehya halted in mid-stride. The icewinks vanished. 

Mystified by the quick-come half-light, Braeth hesitated, unsure what to do. 

"What brings this, Grodda?" Vachel stepped away from Kohba and looked around, eyes wide. He took his bow and arrow case from Braeth, who yielded them without protest, knowing the boy would feel safer with weapons in hand. 

"I do not know," Braeth answered. "But I think it has nothing to do with man." 

Not twenty strides away from them, inside the roiling murk, lightning knifed. It stabbed the icefields, sent showers of snow fountaining, loosed the odor of hot damp earth and smoldering lichen. Inverted cones of angry air spiraled up, their touch-points tracing patterns on the snowfield, their funnels flaring into enormous flat-headed, dirty-white rings. 

Although he saw no human forms, Braeth sensed a presence--no, two--within the swirling mass of mud, snow and plant debris. From the maelstrom emanated powerful surges of sweet, pure goodness that alternated with strong pulses of cruel, vile evil; the conflict scraped Braeth's soul as he looked on, entranced. 

He and Vachel stood at the dark cloud's edge, buffeted by its tearing winds. Out of the corner of his eye, Braeth caught a glimpse of movement from Beings small and white before the icewinks slammed him and Vachel to the ground. From behind them, arrows whispered over their heads. The Tarns had not gone. They had waited for their intended victims to come out of hiding. 

Thankful now for the brush and debris that had previously hampered their movements, Braeth squirmed behind an uprooted clump of heather. "Stay down!" he shouted at his grandson and hoped for once the boy would obey. 

Rolling onto his side, Braeth laid his bow on the snow. With cold-numbed fingers, he fumbled for an arrow, drew one from the case and fitted it onto the string. While his adversary knew his approximate location, Braeth would have only seconds to locate his target and release. Heart thudding, he summoned the courage to sit, and swung the bow forward in the same motion. 

The two Tarns slogged toward him across the face of the slide. Even had he not been sure before, Braeth knew them by the fiery red of their bristly beards, and hair that straggled from under their fur hats. He let the arrow fly at the one on the right. As he did, he wished he had aimed at the other. The one who staggered and fell forward onto the shaft was the minion. The warrior he served lunged ahead, horsehide cape flaring behind him, bow at the ready. 

"Well shot, Grodda!" Vachel shouted and rose to his knees, his own bow in position. 

"No!" Braeth screamed, but already the Tarn's arrow had found its victim. As its force twisted Vachel around, Braeth saw the shaft protruding from his shoulder. 

Stunned, Braeth froze for an instant, but the enraged waendogs charged the Tarn. He dropped his bow and pulled his hacker from its belt loop. As he slashed at them with his broad blade, Braeth lurched to his feet, drawing his bodkin. Sehya yelped as she was struck and Braeth rushed the Tarn. The warrior swung the hacker. Braeth ducked under the whistling blade. His answer with the dagger opened a bone-deep gash on the Tarn's sword arm. The hacker fell. Blood spurted from the wound. Like a powerful stimulant, the smell of it drove Braeth to charge again. 

The weight of his fury downed the heavier, stronger man. Kohba caught hold of the Tarn's left arm, but the warrior beat at Braeth with his bloodied right hand. Braeth looked into his broad windburnt face, contorted with pain and rage. The eyes squinted, the lips spewed curses. 

Lightning cracked. It sent Kohba tumbling. Dirt sprayed up beside Braeth. Momentarily the bits blinded him. They seemed to tug at him, as if to wrest him away from the Tarn. The warrior heaved himself upward. He held a rock in his dog-mauled left hand. The blow caught Braeth in the temple, stunning him. 

The dirt sheared away under a blast of clean, clear air. It brought Braeth renewed strength. Oblivious to the pain that roared through his head, he lifted the slender-bladed knife. Plunged it to the hilt in leather-clad flesh, drove through muscle and sinew. Again and again the bodkin rose and fell, each strike accompanied with his sob of despair. At length, Braeth had no more strength to wield the weapon. The warrior was dead, had probably died from one of the first strokes. His eyes showed only the whites, brighter than the churned snow stained with blood as red as his hair and beard. 

The great storm still snarled and huffed around them. Kohba crouched beside his wounded mate. Braeth dragged himself from the Tarn's body and crawled to Vachel. 

"Grodda..." the boy gasped, eyes wild with pain. 

With shaking hands, Braeth examined the wound. The arrow had entered just below the boy's collarbone and had not injured vital organs. But Braeth knew loss of blood, and infection posed serious threats. The arrow would have to be removed, the wound cleaned and packed with honeyed moss. 

Momentarily too overcome to act, Braeth pulled his grandson into his arms. The boy's fur cap had come off and Braeth pressed his face against the soft brown curls, weeping. Vachel shuddered, moaned, and went limp. Braeth's heart staggered, its beat held in a thrall of dread. 

"No!" he screamed and flung back his head, ready to denounce the Ain Eternal for taking Vachel from him. 

Then as quickly as it had come, the storm was gone, replaced with white light. A man knelt beside them, one broad, bare hand at rest on Vachel's wounded shoulder. Braeth looked into smoke-gray eyes filled with a depth of compassion such as he had never beheld. Curly reddish-gold hair and a short clipped beard of the same color edged the fair countenance. 

The man motioned to the icewinks. Two stepped quickly forward. One took hold of the arrow and it dissolved into snow-like powder. Then both of the little creatures placed their small hands on Vachel's shoulder and began to massage the area around the wound. Vachel stirred and grimaced, then sighed with relief. Braeth knew the injury had been healed. The boy opened his eyes, and looked up into the face of the man kneeling beside him. His expression turned to awe. "King Jessup," he whispered. 

Taken aback, Braeth looked again into the man's eyes, saw the silver flecks in the gray iris, the silver rings surrounding it and the pupil. Braeth's glance flashed to the hand at rest on his grandson's shoulder. The underside of the wrist bore the Mark of Infinity--an elongated figure eight--the sign of immortality. 

This was Fala's Blessed Ainlink, its connection to the Ain Eternal! Stunned, Braeth could only stare and drink in the sweet peace of his presence. 

Another of the icewinks drew slender fingers across Braeth's temple. The pain from his head wound vanished. Overcome with a depth of gratitude he could not hope to express, he bowed his head. "Blessed Ainlink. Thank you for helping us." 

"I did not help you," King Jessup said. "I only prevented the Nain from aiding the Tarns. I was far south when the icewinks messaged me and the Nain of course put barriers in my way." His glance touched the still-steaming patches of seared earth, then went to the bodies of the Tarns. 

Following his gaze, Braeth muttered, "The Nain lost two of his men today." 

The Ainlink's kind face saddened. He nodded. "And the Ain Eternal lost them long ago. When they were but boys entering their twelfth-year." 

He did not look at Braeth as he spoke, but at that instant, the disapproval Braeth had long felt for Thorpe's instruction of Vachel turned to condemnation. He would not--would not!--allow his grandson to become a warrior. 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Chaff sat at table with family and friends in his Hall's informal dining room. The fine meal had just concluded and the serviles had cleared the table and poured cups of honeyed peppermint tea all around. While the others sipped their tea and chatted together idly, Chaff let his gaze wander the room. Fat, rose-scented candles in ornate wall sconces cast a pleasant glow over the birch wall paneling, the darkwood chairs upholstered in floral brocade, and the thick blue carpet. It was a beautiful room, as were all in the great, two-storied dwelling. Chaff's wealth derived from forests that stretched from the Great Kind Sea almost to the Crown, where grew the Eternal Trees. Sometimes he could hardly believe his good fortune in having inherited the largest Holdings in the kingdom of Draal. 

Or how a halt-gaited boy raised commonborn, with little education, could win the heart and hand of a princess. His gaze came to rest on his wife Aeslin. How lovely she looked this eve. Candlelight burnished the copper highlights in her brown hair and softened to near lavender the blue of her eyes. At only ten-and-seven years, Chaff thought he already had been many-times blessed by the Eternal One, for he also was one of two Second Loyals of the continent of Prand. 

Aeslin smiled and rested one hand on his forearm. "It's time to discuss the steps we must take to locate Megedehna's family," she said softly. Her slight nod indicated a young woman, one of Chaff's two guests from Orland, the world's lesser continent. 

"I know," he murmured. "I just hate to think of leaving you again." 

"It's all right, Chaff. I knew when I married you that your duties might take you away. But let's get this planning session over with." Her fingers tightened on his arm, and blushing, she lowered her gaze. "Because this is the night we've been waiting for." 

His heart's pleased and excited response was no less than his body's. Yet their love-unions were often much more than physical. His magik allowed him to co-mingle his LifeForce Particles with hers, and this night would surely be one of those times. By the One, how he loved her. 

Euphoric, he turned his head to look at his father, King Neel. If Prand's First Loyal had heard the whispered words, he did not so indicate, but continued to converse with Haehli. She was not a full sister to Chaff, but he found it difficult not to think of her that way. They strongly resembled each other--golden hair, dark brown eyes. But she was only six thirty-days older than he, and born of a different mother. 

Their magiks were a little different, too. She was more skilled at subtly reading emotions, probably already knew-- 

"Chaff..." Aeslin prompted quietly. He pulled his thoughts together, and tapped a spoon against his teacup until he had gained his dinner companions' attention. 

"We need to talk about our trip to Fala," he said, as his gaze settled on Megedehna. On Orland, they had called her the "Fire Child", because her creamy skin and red hair had made her so noticeable amongst the rosy-skinned, black-haired Orlandians. She looked quite at home on Prand, but Chaff, who for his first ten-and-six years had thought himself to be an orphan, could understand why she wanted to find her family. "Since Father is sure you came from Fala, Meg, we will leave from the Prandian port nearest the island." Realizing she might not know its location, he elaborated. "That's Lanoda, in the kingdom of Cleve. It's all the way across the continent, on the other landsedge from here." He paused and glanced at his father, his mind on a discussion they'd had earlier in the eve. "But we should get permission to sail from there." 

"Why do we need to do that?" The question came from Kelber, and Chaff had anticipated it. Kelber, Orland's Second Loyal, was noble born, and would not expect to be denied freedom of movement. 

"As a courtesy to Wyeth of Cleve," King Neel said. "I have spoken with him. He will not actively prevent our leaving, but neither will he sanction it." 

Megedehna regarded him with surprise, then looked at Haehli. "But why wouldn't he? I thought King Wyeth was your uncle." She had grown up among a close-knit tribe on Orland, where family ties were strong. 

"He's my grand uncle, actually," Haehli said, nodding. "But what we're asking is something he adamantly opposes." 

"All we want to do is hire a ship." The gold flecks in Kelber's blue-green eyes came alight with frustration. He clasped Megedehna's hand. Estranged from his father, self-exiled on Prand, the young Orlandian's love for her was all that sustained him. 

"Kelber." King Neel spoke gently. "Please understand. Wyeth would not refuse you a ship from simple meanness of spirit. The Lesser Cruel Sea is an extremely turbulent body of water. He lost a son to it many years ago and he has never forgiven himself for it. He has vowed to let no ship leave from his harbors if the intent is to sail more than a sea-league from landsedge." With a gesture at his daughter, he added, "Haehli's home kingdom of Shubeck is bordered by the same sea, and neither do her people fish beyond those limits." 

"But if King Wyeth refuses to grant us permission to leave, what will we do?" Megedehna asked, and tears shone in her eyes. 

"One way or another, we'll get there, Meg," Haehli reassured her. "Father believes Letters of Approval from our kingdoms of origination will suffice. Shubeck for me, Draal for Chaff. They probably will do little to ease Uncle's mind, but at least they will relieve him of responsibility." 

"But even with Letters, do you think we can find a captain who will agree to sail to Fala?" Megedehna asked. "Do any of them know how to navigate the Lesser Cruel Sea to get there?" She turned a hopeful gaze on Chaff. "Could you guide them with your Awareness magik?" 

Chaff frowned. He could cast great distances, but he usually had a target to search for, a destination to reach. He knew nothing about Fala. 

He glanced at King Neel. "Father?" 

The king shook his head. "Fala is about a ten-day sail. Even I cannot cast that far across water. However, I have recently heard about two rogue captains who have sailed outside Wyeth's limits. One of them is said to be quite reliable. If he follows a heading of north-northeast, he will come close enough to the island that Chaff can direct him the rest of the way." 

"I'd trust Chaff's Awareness to take us anywhere," Kelber said. "But if these captains are rogues, I still don't see why we need the Letters of Approval." 

"I suppose we don't absolutely have to have them," Haehli responded. "But I'm sure they would get us out of port more easily." 

"I'll have no problem getting one." Chaff spoke with confidence; he and the newly-crowned king of Draal were on good terms. "But what about you and your second-father, Haehli?" 

She sighed and leaned back in her chair. "He still won't accept my being a Loyal. I can only hope that when I explain our purpose is to help a young woman find her family, he'll agree to write a Letter." 

"Perhaps he doesn't need to know I'm going," Chaff said. "He has no love for Father and me." As soon as the words left his lips, he wished them unsaid. Even though King Neel tried to shield, Chaff felt his father's heartache as if it were his own. 

"Deceit is unbecoming," Haehli said, and smiled, but Chaff knew she would take his advice. "If we may delay our departure by one day, I'd like to spend some time with my mother and brothers." 

"That will be quite acceptable," King Neel said. "And I want you to rest an hour or so at Crown Centre, on your way to and from Shubeck. I do not wish to see you tire yourself by overextending your magik." 

"All right, Father. I'll rest. But soon I'll be able to convey myself the whole distance, as you do." The gold flecks in her brown eyes sparkled with mischief. "Chaff, however, is..." 

"Better at other forms of magik," he finished for her. She and the rest laughed at the positive ending he had supplied. 

He would never be as good at conveying as she was. And Kelber, although four thirty-days younger than Chaff, could--at least for short distances--convey not only humans, but also animals and inanimate objects. 

But Chaff had spoken true. He could control the movement of LifeForce Particles with as much skill as Haehli could heat or cool them. He could read the emotions of people and animals--and could co-mingle his Being with the One's other creatures--more easily than either she or Kelber. 

The three of them had blended their magiks so well on Orland, fighting the Non. Would the One's antithesis be present on Fala, too, corrupting peoples' minds, as he had done on Prand and Orland? No reason to think he would not be. 

But Fala's First Loyal would be there, too. With his help, surely three Second Loyals would be able to meet and best whatever challenge Fala presented.
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"Aren't you going to extinguish the candlelamp?" 

Loosed from its confining pins and combs, Aeslin's dark hair wisped around her face, the delicate countenance that had haunted Chaff's dreams from the moment he'd seen her. He remembered the restless night he'd spent after their first meeting more than a year ago. She was princess of a neighboring kingdom and he'd had no hope then of ever seeing her again, much less marrying her. Now... 

Chaff got into bed and lay close beside her, head propped on one elbow. "I want to just look at you for a few minutes. I want to remember everything about this night." He leaned forward and kissed her gently. "This night will be so very special." 

If the Holding's healer had said this was the time they would conceive a male child, Chaff believed it, for the old woman was a possessor of magik. And Chaff's Awareness would tell him the moment a new LifeForce came into being. 

Aeslin wrapped her arms around his shoulders and pulled him toward her. "Dear sweet Chaff." It was her litany of love, one she spoke often, and it always warmed his heart. "Come belong to me." 

"I already belong to you," he murmured. He pressed his face against her hair, breathed in its sweet rose scent. Raising his head, he looked into her eyes, the soft blue of flaxflowers in earlymorn sunshine. "Every day, I thank the Eternal One for giving me your love. I couldn't live without it, Aeslin. Don't ever take it from me." 

"I won't. Oh, I won't, Chaff." Her soft slender arms tightened across his back, drew him down on her. "Co-mingle with me now, before...well, before we..." 

He enfolded her in his arms, relished the delicious touch of her body against his, felt their hearts begin to beat in rhythm. Co-mingling with her was an exceptional experience, one to be treasured, and so Chaff did not initiate it before every love-union. But when he did, the spiritual bonding preceded the physical. Slowly, gently, to prolong their shared ecstasy, he melded their LifeForces, so that he could caress each Particle of her Being, cherish her soul, savor her spirit. Ever a dizzying sensation, tonight it was even more so, and they both basked in its warmth until their bodies' physical desires could no longer be ignored. 

Perhaps it was the time of the moon, perhaps it was reaction to the old healer's prediction, or perhaps it was simply the mysterious magik of a deep abiding love. Whatever the reason, when their love-union began, Chaff's spirit started to tumble, borne by a gentle current, a tenderness, a depth of caring such as none he'd ever known. Impossibly, the emotions formed a pathway and he followed it, filled with wonder and awe. A shimmering bright light approached him on the path. As he drew closer to it, the light became a figure, a little boy with blue eyes and golden hair. Heart leaping with joy, Chaff reached out his arms, as did the child. They ran to meet each other and embraced. The boy's cheek was soft and smooth, his eyes sparkling, his curly hair silken. Laughing, they clung to each other, spinning around and around, 'til they were both giddy and breathless. They would not let each other go. They belonged together. Slowly, the brightness that enveloped them mellowed, softened to a warm glow and faded. But Chaff did not mind. He and the little boy were as one. 

Aeslin turned her head and spoke, her lips touching his ear. "Chaff, did we--?" She broke off, voice choked. 

"Yes, love," Chaff whispered. He raised his head and pressed his mouth to hers in a lingering kiss. He wanted to tell her of the incomparable beauty he had experienced, seen, felt. But he knew no words to describe its splendor. And so he pressed his cheek against hers, breathed a trembling sigh, and blinked away a tear. 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

A bright May sun splashed the cobblestones of the royalhouse courtyard as Gehris rode in from an earlymorn quail hunt. At ten-and-nine years of age, he was third in line for the Shubeck throne, after his brothers Corbet and Bax. Thus, having few official duties, he often rode out alone. 

One of the stableboys hurried to meet him. "Princess Haehli arrived a quarter hour past, your Highness," he said, sketching a bow. "She requested that you go to the king's solar as soon as you returned." 

Gehris nodded and dismounted. 

The elation that lighted his heart at the thought of seeing his half-sister again heightened with every step he took toward the royalhouse. And even as it did, he chastised himself. Why did this unnatural desire torment him? It had been so since he was ten-and-five and Haehli ten-and-three. 

Before that they had been merely siblings--playing, riding, studying, evading their tutor. But somehow things had changed for Gehris, and those hours spent with her had become something to be cherished. Every night he had lain abed, begging the Eternal One to erase from his heart the shameful thoughts that prevented peaceful sleep. 

Then, on the night of her ten-and-six birth-remembrance party, his beautiful sister had gone away. He had reviewed the moments before her departure so often in his mind, he could conjure them easily, as he did now. 
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Gehris did not know why he had suddenly felt drawn to his father's solar that night more than a year-and-a-half ago. He only knew he must go there and when he opened the door, his father, mother, sister and two brothers were already in the room. But it was the sixth presence that dumbfounded him, made him close the door slowly behind himself and lean against it, awestruck. 

King Neel stood in front of the marble fireplace, its flames backlighting his shoulder-length silver hair. Even though Gehris had never seen Prand's First Loyal, he knew at once this was he. The immortal man to whom all the Keepers--those humans and sprites gifted with magik by the Eternal One--paid homage. 

The family members were still dressed in their party finery, lace-trimmed linen gowns for Queen Mehna and Haehli, brocaded tunics and velvet breeches for Gehris' two brothers and their father, King Drelbyn. His face alight with both pleasure and puzzlement, Drelbyn stood near the center of the room. The others were seated, Haehli and Mehna side by side on a lie-about, and Bax and Corbet in upholstered wing chairs. While the king and his children seemed not to have noticed Mehna's demeanor, Gehris saw at once that his mother was distressed. Her face was drawn and pale, her hands clasped tightly in her lap. Gehris could not fathom why this should be, and he crossed the room to stand at her side, resting one hand on her shoulder. She glanced up at him, her expression thanking him for his touch. 

His father gestured toward him and spoke to the First Loyal. "Now that Gehris is here, we are all assembled, King Neel." His voice rang with vibrant warmth. "What is this wonderful news you have come to tell us?" 

"I pray your heart will receive it as such, Drelbyn, for it came about as a request of the Eternal One." 

The Keeper King's face held such solemnity that Drelbyn's brow furrowed in deeper concern. "What is it, then?" He unclasped the brooch holding his cloak and tossed it and the garment onto a nearby chair. 

Pressing his palms together in front of his breast, King Neel spoke slowly and with a great gentleness, as if he knew his words would shock all who heard them. "I have come to take Haehli to Crown Centre with me, so that I can instruct her in the use of her magik." 

Haehli's quickly indrawn breath was the only sound in the room. Gehris glanced at her. In her gaze, riveted on the First Loyal, he saw a dawning of light, a bloom of radiance. He doubted anyone but he had ever marveled at the unusual gold flecks in her brown eyes. Now they glowed with a molten fire and he thought she looked more beautiful than he had ever seen her. 

"Magik?" Drelbyn repeated, his frown deepening. "But how could my daughter acquire magik?" 

"She is my daughter, Drelbyn," King Neel said softly. 

If the silence had been deep before, now it was profound. It enwrapped the room, held it apart from reality, lifted Gehris into a sphere of divine sentience. The ancient prophecy had been fulfilled! The time had finally come for Prand to have a Second Loyal, and Haehli was that person, that inheritor of One-given magik. The Keeper King's daughter! The thought leapt and soared in Gehris' mind. 

The spell shattered. Every sound became magnified. The ragged breathing of the room's occupants, the whisper of flames consuming wood in the grate, the scuff of boot on carpet as Bax shifted position. 

"No." The single word came hard and flat from Drelbyn's lips, and an instant later was followed by a roar. "No!" He advanced on Mehna so swiftly and with such great anger that Gehris feared he would strike her. As he moved to protect his mother, he felt a change in the air of the room and Drelbyn's arm was frozen in raised position. Awed by the First Loyal's power, Gehris turned toward him. 

King Neel's eyes--Gehris had not noticed before the gold flecks, very like Haehli's--were so filled with compassion and hurt that the prince's heart ached for him. 

Corbet and Bax had leapt to their feet and now stood staring at King Neel, awed and angry. 

Gehris' glance leapt from his brothers to his father. "What's wrong with you? Don't you read our Sacred Books? Doesn't the Reckoning say that one day another Loyal will come among us?" 

His questions fell on unhearing ears. The attention of his brothers and his father was riveted on Mehna. 

"Why?" Drelbyn raged at her. "For revenge?" 

Dumbfounded, Gehris gaped at his father. The prince knew Drelbyn occasionally bedded serviles, but revenge was not an emotion his sweet mother would have harbored. 

Released from King Neel's immobilizing spell, but still held in check, Drelbyn towered over her. She looked up into his face, distraught. "No, Drelbyn. Never that. I only obeyed the request of the Eternal One." 

Gehris knelt on the floor beside his mother and reached to clasp one of her hands. It trembled within his. "I believe you," he said, and felt her fingers tighten on his. 

Looking past her, he saw Haehli, lips slightly parted, her gaze fixed on King Neel. 

Drelbyn straightened and whirled on the Keeper King. "And how long has this 'divine' liaison been going on?" 

"Only once, Drelbyn. At the behest of the Eternal One, for the express purpose of begetting a Second Loyal." 

"Why do you lie?" Drelbyn rasped. "You who are supposed to be so clean of heart. So noble of spirit. So pure of soul. If you represent our connection to the One, I want no part of Him." 

King Neel winced at the bitter words, and closed his eyes briefly. "Eternal One, forgive him," he whispered. "And make him understand." 

The flush of anger had faded from Drelbyn's face, replaced with cold disgust. "Understand? Understand that after centuries our First Loyal was instructed to father a child? And by my wife?" He glanced over his shoulder at Corbet and Bax. "Does that sound like fulfillment of prophecy to you?" he asked in a voice heavy with derision. 

"Not to me, it doesn't," Bax replied, his hostile glance darting between King Neel and Mehna. "It sounds to me as if our First Loyal is more human than divine." 

"It happened nearly ten-and-seven years ago." Corbet waved a hand in a gesture of dismissal and dropped into his chair. "I think Mother should be forgiven." 

"There's nothing to forgive!" Gehris cried. "Why would she not be chosen to bear a Second Loyal? Her goodness and decency and morality transcend that of any other woman on Prand." 

Mehna's tear-filmed eyes were doe-soft as she gazed at him. "Dear Gehris," she said quietly. "It would be you, wouldn't it?" 

Drelbyn stepped back and stared at his wife and son for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then his gaze fixed on Haehli. "You--who are most affected by this 'revelation'--have yet to say anything." His head motion indicated King Neel. "Do you think you are this person's daughter?" 

A radiance still glowed on Haehli's face, lighted her eyes. She blinked slowly, as if struggling to pull herself back to reality, then she lifted her head and looked up at Drelbyn. Gehris thought he actually could feel her reluctance to speak, and knew before the word left her lips what it would be. 

"Yes." 

Drelbyn swayed, seemed to collapse inward upon himself. Bax moved quickly to support him. The king thrust the assistance aside, his gaze boring in upon Haehli. "Why?" he growled. "Why do you...?" 

She rose and reached as if to embrace him, but he stepped back away from her. Tears sprang to her eyes. "It's just something I feel...here, in my heart." Once more she reached out tentatively to touch him. "Please, Father, I still love you, too." 

He pushed her hand away. "I am not your father." The words came slowly, harshly, as if drawn across the grate of his scoured soul, and Gehris' heart wrenched. 

"Go, then," Drelbyn said in the same dead voice. "Go with him and never return." 

Mehna cried out and Gehris, still kneeling beside her, put one arm across her shoulders. "It doesn't have to be like this," Mehna sobbed. "Please accept Haehli for what she is, Drelbyn. She can take her rightful place as Second Loyal and still..." 

"No!" The word fell like a shard of ice, and its finality stopped Mehna's plea. 

King Neel sighed and extended one hand to Haehli. "It is best we leave now." His gentle gaze lingered for a moment on Mehna. Gehris thought a message of love passed between them. But it held no lust, only sweet and tender devotion of a kind the prince had never before witnessed. 

Haehli crossed the room and took hold of the First Loyal's hand. In an instant, they were gone. Conveyed away by the wondrous magik that Gehris had heard the Keeper King possessed. 

For a long moment, Drelbyn stood staring at the place where King Neel and Haehli had last stood. Then he shook himself. His square chin lifted and his dark eyes flashed with the vitality of old. Abruptly, he began to pace. "I won't have the whole of Prand see me as a cuckold. What you have heard and seen this night is not to be revealed. Nor even discussed among you." 

"But Father," Gehris protested. "A Second Loyal for Prand! How can we keep it a secret? Everyone should--" 

"There is no Second Loyal," Drelbyn snapped, not breaking stride. "There is only a bastard daughter." 

Gehris drew a breath to respond, but felt his mother's fingers tighten on his and refrained from speaking further. 

After a moment, Drelbyn said, "We will conduct a search for the princess who has disappeared." His voice was low-pitched and gritty. "We will grieve for Hae...--" he choked on the name, "your sister--your half-sister--as if she had been stolen from us." He stopped pacing and faced Mehna. "I will never forgive you for this." His mouth worked as if he wished to say more and could not. He spun about and tramped toward the door. "Boys, we must call out the guards." 
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The skein of memories had unraveled in Gehris' mind as he crossed the courtyard. So much had happened since that day. Drelbyn no longer denied that King Neel was Haehli's father. How could he, since May-beginning a year past when she had proved her immortality at Prand's Crown? Arrows had been seen to pass harmlessly through her body, as the battle raged to protect the Eternal Trees, whose roots held the world together. And later, after the Non had given someone the power to fell one of the sacred Trees, she had stood beside the Keeper King and her half-brother Chaff and used her wondrous magik to help prevent the world from crumbling. No, there was no refuting her relationship to Prand's First Loyal. 

And because of it, Mehna had come to be revered. Daily, messages and gifts arrived at the royalhouse, thanking her for bearing Prand a Second Loyal, commending her for selflessly obeying the Eternal One's command. Publicly, Drelbyn cherished her; privately, he scorned her. 

It was a position Gehris could not understand. Clearly, in his mind, Mehna had not betrayed her husband. A single mating with Prand's First Loyal at the request of the One could hardly be construed as an affair, yet Drelbyn continued to smolder under barely banked fires of hurt. 

Each time Haehli came to the royalhouse, Gehris hoped for a reconciliation, or at least a lessening of animosity. Perhaps it would come this morn. 

He entered the royalhouse through the kitchen and tossed the bulging gamebag on the oaken counter. Hands busy at their tasks, the serviles bobbed their heads amid murmurs of "your Highness", "my Prince", 

Anxiety brushed prickly fingers across the young prince's mind as he left the kitchen and bounded up the staircase. Haehli hurried to greet him as soon as the solar door closed at his heels. "Dear, dear Gehris." 

Her warm embrace and quick kiss on each cheek left him trembling with an emotion he sought to counter with a casual response. "Haehli, it's good to see you again." 

Smiling, she looped her arm through his and drew him with her toward a lie-about. If she'd seen the adoration shining from his eyes, she had mistaken it for brotherly love. He wished he'd taken time to wash his face, to run a comb through his wind-snarled hair. She's only my half-sister, he thought, yet still unattainable. 

He felt the tension that crackled in the room like miniature sharp-light bolts, glancing off the whitewashed walls, plucking at the half-drawn crimson draperies. Drelbyn lounged in an upholstered chair, his right leg flung over its side, his posture studiously at ease. Corbet occupied another lie-about, Mehna beside him, and Bax had drawn up a wing chair between his father and his mother. 

"Now that everyone is here," Haehli said, when she and Gehris were seated, "we can discuss the purpose of my visit." She cast a fond glance around the room. "Not that I need any, other than to see those I love." 

His square face set in hard lines, Drelbyn made a gusty throat sound, and leveled his gaze on Haehli. "Apprise us of your purpose, then, O noble daughter of magik." 

The sarcasm grated on Gehris. Why couldn't Drelbyn accept Haehli as a Second Loyal? Chaff's foster father had accepted him, and had never stopped loving Chaff's mother. 

Haehli winced but when she spoke, her voice was firm. "Prand has two visitors from Orland. One is Kelber, its Second Loyal, and he--" 

"Haven't we learned our lesson about Orlandians?" the king interrupted. He swung his right foot to the floor, and his hands gripped the arms of his chair. "Didn't we just rout those who intended to destroy Prand from within? And now you say Orland's Second Loyal is here? I ask you, for what reason other than to complete the original mission?" 

Haehli drew a deep, calming breath, and Gehris reached and clasped her hand. "The Loyals wish harm to no one," she said. "They are Keepers of the land, their only desire to bring us all closer to the Eternal One and His creations." 

"Yes," Drelbyn muttered. His dark gaze touched Mehna and came back to Haehli. "Our own Keeper King obviously enjoyed a close relationship with one of them." 

As if inured to her husband's insults through constant exposure, Mehna's pleasant expression did not change. Corbet's wide brow furrowed in a slight frown. Grinning, Bax flicked his father a glance of appreciation at his wit. Gehris clenched his teeth, but would not speak out; his mother preferred he did not dispute with Drelbyn. 

"The second visitor," Haehli went on, her eyes meeting the king's without wavering, "is Megedehna. She has lived on Orland for ten-and-two years, but is not from that continent. She was taken from Fala when she was about three, and wishes to return there to find her family. Kelber and I have agreed to go with her." 

Gehris asked the question he knew must be on the lips of the others. "Where and what is Fala?" 

Before Haehli could answer, Drelbyn spoke. "A myth. An imaginary island that's supposed to lie off the landsedge of Cleve. Wyeth has mentioned it." 

"It isn't imaginary," Haehli said. "The Diviners of Orland told Megedehna she is from a land of snow and ice." 

"Northern Cleve has snow and ice," Drelbyn said. "Perhaps she's from there." 

Haehli's lips pressed together. Gehris felt her reluctance to speak and when she did, he knew the reason. "King Neel knows Meg is from Fala." 

Not only did Haehli never call Prand's First Loyal "father" in the family's presence, but also she hesitated to mention his name. 

Drelbyn's eyes narrowed and his words came thick with disdain. "Go then, to your mythical island, with your magik-driven friend. At least it will free me for a while from hearing Prand's gossip about Shubeck's former princess living with a man at Crown Centre." 

Seeing the hurt that flashed across Haehli's face, Gehris leapt to his feet. "He's her father, for One's sake! You know that!" Unmindful of his mother's little cry for restraint, he advanced on Drelbyn. "And she's not 'former'. She's a princess twice over. Daughter of a great and good queen of this land, and of a father who's king of a different realm." 

Drelbyn flung himself from his chair and only Corbet's quick action kept the king from striking his youngest son. Bax stepped in front of Gehris and pushed him away from his father. "You're forgetting your place," he barked. 

Fists clenched at his sides, Gehris glared at his brothers. Mehna and Haehli had risen also and now regarded him with expressions that begged his forbearance. In that moment he was struck with how alike they all looked. Golden hair, brown eyes, oval faces. Only he had the chestnut hair, the dark eyes, the square face of his father. That resemblance should have brought him closer to Drelbyn, yet it was like a wedge between them, as if they were too much alike to share a common space. 

Bax was the first to reseat himself and, except for Gehris, the others followed suit. "If the island is off Cleve's landsedge," Bax said, "you'd have to cross the Lesser Cruel Sea to get there." He shook his head in mock concern. "Grand Uncle Wyeth will be most unhappy about your doing that." 

"I know," Haehli replied. "That's why I'm here. We'd like a Letter of Approval from Shubeck, showing that my home kingdom is agreeable to our leaving Prand from Lanoda. It will relieve Uncle of all responsibility." 

"Not to mention avoiding a possible confrontation with Cleve's royalguards if you try to sneak out of port," Corbet remarked. 

"I doubt there are any royalguards in a village as small and as far north as Lanoda. We aren't even sure we'll be able to hire a ship there." 

"Ships and crews to sail them are always available if the coin is plentiful," Drelbyn said. "And I have no doubt your wealthy half-brother will supply it." 

Mehna turned to face her husband. "You know well that the Cleves are reluctant to sail the Lesser Cruel Sea. If Haehli and her party plan to leave from there, a Letter of Approval may be the only way they'll procure a ship." 

"What do I care for that? I'm not acquainted with this girl she speaks of, nor the Orlandian Second Loyal, who's no doubt as much a bastard as Prand's. I wish I'd never heard of any of them, including our own First Loyal." 

"Father..." Haehli began, then broke off. Ten-and-six years of calling him that must have brought forth the word. 

Drelbyn lunged to his feet, eyes blazing. "I am not your father!" he roared. "And you'll get no Letter from me." His fierce gaze swept the room. "Nor from the queen or any of my sons." 

His impersonal reference to Mehna as "the queen" brought rage and resentment chorusing through Gehris' mind. He gritted his teeth to repress harsh words that would only have worsened the matter. How his mother must suffer from these continual knife-strokes to her kind heart. 

Drelbyn addressed Haehli, his voice no more than a guttural growl. "Let your bastard half-brother work his incredible magik to get what he wants." He swept an arm in a broad gesture of dismissal. "Now, get out, all of you." 

They filed from the room. In the corridor Bax caught hold of Haehli's arm. "Too bad about the Letter," he said. "I rather fancied coming as far as Cleve with you. If I'm to be its king one day, I should get to know it better." 

"This is not the time," Gehris snapped as they moved down the hall. 

"I disagree," Bax said, falling into step beside him. "I'll surely wear Cleve's crown before Corbet wears Shubeck's. Grand Uncle Wyeth is an old man." 

"You wouldn't like Cleve," Gehris muttered. "It's cold and wet and rocky." 

"Not inside the royalhouse." Bax grinned. "I'll renovate that first thing. Cleve will be more prosperous when I take over. Wyeth is a dear old soul, but he's not very competent at handling the kingdom's business. For instance, this island called Fala must produce something of value. If we could...ah, import it...create a market..." His words trailed off as he pursed his lips, his eyes gone thoughtful. 

Haehli, who had been walking ahead beside Mehna, suddenly leaned against her mother, and tears tracked the girl's face. "Oh, Mother, what's happened to him?" she sobbed. "He used to be such a good, kind man. I loved him so much." She wiped her cheeks with a trembling hand as the others gathered around in an uncomfortable silence. "I would still love him, if only he'd let me." 

"It isn't you, darling," Mehna said gently, clasping her daughter in her arms. "It's me he despises, and you only by extension. But I know Drelbyn. One day, he will understand, and then all will be well within our family again." 

"Don't count on it," Bax mumbled and Gehris was glad he was the only one close enough to him to hear. 

I'll not stand idly by, Gehris thought, waiting for Father's mood to temper. 

Haehli needed help, and Gehris intended to supply it. 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

King Jessup rose and assisted Vachel to his feet. The boy leaned against him. Braeth suspected it was not because he felt weak, but rather that he relished the king's touch. Nearby, one of the icewinks tended Sehya's wound. 

Braeth looked at his hands, sticky with blood. Sickened, he leaned forward to cleanse them with the pure whiteness of snow. Here in the presence of Fala's Blessed Ainlink, he silently asked the Ain Eternal to forgive him for taking two lives. A hand clasped his shoulder. He raised his gaze to meet that of King Jessup's. 

"Your request has been granted, Braeth the Visitor." 

"But I lost all reason," he said, rising. "I attacked in blind rage because I thought...I thought they had..." He trembled at the memory of seeing the arrow enter Vachel's body. 

"Grodda, you were very brave." Vachel touched his fingers to his grandfather's blood-stained kirtle. 

The boy saw only the glory of the battle, not the harsh reality of death. Braeth looked down at his clothes and was filled with a desire to rip them from his body. To rid himself of every vestige of the two who had caused injury to the one person he loved above all else in the world. 

But where was his waensledde with their change of clothes and other supplies? At the bottom of the cliff, under a vast mound of snow? He looked toward the sea. His sledde was where the White Slayer had left it, stuck in a twisted juniper at cliff edge. He wondered if the conveyance was badly damaged. 

The next instant the sledde appeared beside him, the contents of its supply basket still lashed firmly in place. Its cargo compartment however was empty except for a few pieces of eggshell and some strands of grasspack sticky with egg residue and smelling of broken yolks. 

Braeth knew the Ainlink had brought the waensledde from the juniper's grasp and probably had repaired it as well. The king's brow creased in a slight frown. "I am sorry for the loss of the eggs. I greatly dislike seeing such waste." His bearded face brightened as he once more looked upon Braeth. "Refill your waensledde. But do not hurry in your collection of eggs. You must remain on this fairplain until the visitors come. They will help you attain that which is your greatest desire. I ask your pledge to accept them with kindness, treat them with respect, and aid them in their quest." 

"Who? Who is coming? And what quest?" 

"Do you need to know to give me your pledge?" King Jessup's voice was gently remonstrative. 

Braeth bowed his head. "No, Blessed Ainlink. I will do as you ask." In truth, he was too immersed in the king's overpowering presence to give any other response. 

King Jessup retrieved Vachel's cap and handed it to him. "Put this on, lest you freeze your ears." His tone was light; his mouth quirked with a smile. "You will need them to hear the cheers when men bend head to you, as they will do one day." 

In spite of the cold, the boy's cheeks flushed. "If I am to become that great a warrior, I will need all the skills that Da and Grodda can teach me." 

"Ahhh." Straight teeth shone white in their surround of curly red-gold beard as the king's smile broadened. "Well, being a warrior, too, might not be a bad thing." 

Vachel returned the smile, then moved toward the dead Tarns. The boy would collect the weapons from the two fallen enemies. Much as Braeth wanted to order him not to, he kept silent. The hackers and daggers would verify Vachel's tale of attack and conquest. The story would be told around the village firepit and other boys approaching their twelfth-year would envy Vachel's part in it, be awestruck over his contact with the icewinks and King Jessup. 

With a sigh, Braeth turned his gaze upon the Savage Sea. The strangers must come by water and, if on this western side of the island, from Prand. The thought of the continent of his birth raised the hackles of his mind. Confused, he turned to question King Jessup. But he was not there, nor anywhere within sight. Braeth saw nothing but gleaming whiteness and fine froths of clean snow dancing with the ever-constant wind. 

Vachel, who apparently had accepted the king's sudden leave-taking without surprise, knelt beside the minion. He shouldered the dead man's bow, adding it to his and that of the warrior, then drew an arrow out of the Tarn's case. Sighting along its length, he said, "Their shafts are not as true as ours. How can their strangwitta claim title of Ulf the Arrow Maker?" 

He slid the arrow's point along the smooth wooden handle of the hacker, and over its broad blade, then touched it to one of the two daggers in their sheaths. "They do fine hidework and woodwork, though, Grodda. And the blades are very strong." 

Yes, Vachel, I know about the blades. Why do you not remember them as I do? 

Braeth crossed to him quickly and scooped the weapons off the snow. "I will carry these." He drew a long steadying breath before allowing himself to speak again. "Come, Vachel," he said gruffly. "We must get off this snowslide. We need to change clothes. And you must have something to eat. A growing boy needs food." 

"A growing warrior," Vachel corrected, grinning. He rose. "Even King Jessup said it was to be." 

He did not, Braeth thought. He said only that men would cheer you and bend head to you. How that was to come about, Braeth had no idea, but he was sure it had something to do with the visitors from Prand. 

Throughout the remainder of the day, faint memories needled Braeth. At work's end, he and Vachel set up their sleeping shelter, a horsehide anchored to the waensledde on one side and held up by two stick props on the other. With a dog curled at his head and one at his feet, Vachel soon slept. Braeth lay on his side, looking out toward the Savage Sea, trying to remember Prand, wondering why he could not. Far out from shore, a spiral wind touched down, sending water fountaining into the dim-lit sky. Braeth watched. Images and sensations began to fill his mind... 
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He was a boy, and he was terrified. All around him, the Savage Sea spit and snarled as a bitter storm raged. Lightning flared across the night sky, like a thousand overheated lanterns bursting in quick succession. An immense wave plucked him from the deck of a ship and flung him into the churning sea. He flailed about, found a bit of flotsam, a hatch cover, and pulled himself up on it. Icy water chilled him until he had no feeling in limbs or body, but his fingers, frozen with desperation, gripped the hatch cover. 

He caught glimpses of the ship each time a swell lifted him high enough to see it. An angry wind clawed at him, tried to wrest him from the bit of wood to which he clung. The malevolent sea slithered between him and the hatch cover, worried at him, sought to pry his fingers loose from their grasp. A coin on his silver wristlet shone in the lightning flashes, but the small round reflection was hardly noticeable in the heaving water. 

Anguished, he screamed at the people on the ship. Why did they not help him? Surely they must see him, here in the frothing sea. He saw them in the bright glare of the lightning. They rushed to and fro upon the deck as the ship pitched and rolled. But they seemed concerned only about something they must have lost over the stern. Barrels of wine, precious vintage from...where? He thought he should know. 

They did not care about him. They cared only about the cargo. Even that man--the one who clung to the lines and waved like a madman. Braeth's behazed mind knew him. He was someone who should come searching for a boy lost to the sea. But he did not come. He did not care. 

Despair filled Braeth's heart. He lowered his head, sobbing. Salt water mingled with his tears and his senses went numb... 
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Braeth awoke from his dream with a start, gasping for breath. In spite of the cold air, his hands and face felt clammy. Why had the people on that ship abandoned him? Even if he had been only a cabin boy, they should have tried to save him. 

The silver wristlet. Long ago, it had become too small for him, and he had not thought about it in years. Had it marked him as a servant to the ship's master? Or as a slave? Had the single Prandian coin represented the total value of his life? 

No wonder he had not wanted to remember. It was an experience best forgotten. Resolutely, he once more thrust the disturbing memories into a corner of his mind. 



[image: Image]

 

At dawnlight, Gehris slipped into his father's study. Drelbyn would not be attending to the royalhouse paperwork until after he'd taken breakfast in his solar. The prince sat behind his father's desk, drew out royalhouse paper and a quill and penned the letter he'd composed before falling into a troubled sleep the night before. He folded the letter and sealed it with wax as he'd seen Drelbyn do a hundred times. With Shubeck's royal imprint of grape cluster and wheat sheaf, the document looked authentic; the ship captains of Lanoda would have no reason to suspect it had been written by other than the king's hand. 

Gehris replaced everything carefully, even remembering to position the chair as he'd found it. Letter tucked into an inside pocket of his riding tunic, he returned to his room, collected his gear and left the royalhouse by way of the servants' stairs. The kitchen staff would be busy baking, and preparing breakfast; he avoided them by ducking out a side door into the herb garden. 

Haehli's horse, Brown One, snuffled oats in his stall. Gehris thought his sister would surely visit the stables before she left this morn. He would pass the Letter to her then, and ask her to convey him to Crown Centre with her. He wasn't sure of the extent of her magik power, but he knew the Loyals' Awareness allowed them to keep in touch with each other. If she couldn't convey an extra person, she could contact King Neel, and he could do so. 

Selecting his favorite horse, a long-legged chestnut named Bunk, Gehris made a pretense of saddling him, in case the stableboys happened to awaken and begin their chores. He reflected upon the pleasant ride he and Haehli had shared the previous afternoon, after she had taken tea alone with her mother. He supposed they had discussed Trendarmon, the young nobleman Haehli had met on Orland. Each time she spoke his name, her face came aglow. Gehris did not doubt that she felt a certain amount of affection for the Orlandian, but he was sure a romantic relationship between the two was hopeless. Trendarmon would not give up land and title and leave Orland. And, as Second Loyal, Haehli could not leave Prand. 

Gehris sighed. Someday, Haehli would meet a suitable man and marry him. But not yet. For a while at least, she would continue to visit the royalhouse. He had no right to love her in any way other than as a sister. But now and then he would be able to converse with her and see her bright smile. 

"You're up and about early, your Highness." 

The stablemaster's voice startled Gehris, and he bent quickly, fumbling with the girth to hide his discomfiture. 

"Yes, Sully. Father and I quarreled and I'm taking a few days to myself." He'd found that half-truths often served better than outright lies. 

The old servile entered the stall and slipped a bridle over Bunk's head. "Your father would not like you to leave king's land without guard, your Highness." He eyed Gehris' traveling clothes and the hunting knife belted at his waist. "May I at least tell him where you're bound?" 
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