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Chapter 1

 

The wind caught its breath. The brindle milch cows stood like blocks of jasper, waiting. Beyond the tall wooden fence that defined the boundaries of the lordshare, the night-feeding tersaks lifted on great barred wings, even though sunset was eight hours away. 

Kelber gripped the worked-iron rail of the balcony and looked west toward the treeless peak twelve miles distant. Above the firehill an ominous sienna glow crept upward; highly heated air melted an ever-growing hole in the milk-white clouds curdling that portion of Orland's skies. 

"Vol Dorend's about to burst again," the boy said sourly. He glanced down at the formal gardens flanking the greathouse, where servitors still worked at cleaning up after the previous night's festivities. "What a way to celebrate the first day of my sixteenth year." 

"But fitting." The deep-timbered voice came from the inner recesses of the room at Kelber's back. "You were born on the eve of another of Vol Dorend's extravasations." 

The words sent Kelber's gaze to the crosshatching of fine white lines that scarred the undersides of both wrists, and he wondered yet again why the birthaide had tried to kill him only hours after he was born. Driven mad by the firehills, some said. If so, the vols had claimed her, for she had fled to them and never returned. 

The milch cows suddenly flung up their heads, lifted their ropy tails and crow-hopped about. An instant later, the tremor passed under Lord Maygor's greathouse. The fired-brick building swayed on its foundation of cross-placed limbercane. The morning tea crockery rattled, pictures and mirrors skewed on their gold-tasseled hangers, but the dwelling stood firm, as it had for hundreds of similar shakes. 

Kelber clenched his hands into fists and pressed them against his temples. His black hair, cut short in the fashion of the kingdom of Bodwyn, was thick and curly, like soft springs under his knuckles. 

"It's been only six months, Patra," he said. "Vol Dorend convolsed on the same day the Non sent that storm over the southern kingdoms of Prand." 

A whippet of November wind brought a faint sulphurous odor belched from the firehill. Wrinkling his nose, Kelber turned his back on the vol, and in a few strides faced his father in the study. The older man sat behind a ponderous walnut desk, the lordshare's considerable paperwork spread before him. His smoke-gray hair, short but not curly, softened a square face florid almost to the color of his chair's red-leather upholstery. 

All of Orland's peoples were rosy-skinned, but Lord Maygor's complexion was ruddier than most. Unlike many of Bodwyn's lords, he spent a great deal of time administering out-of-house duties, and his skin had long ago taken on the deep red glow of the land he owned. 

"How much more of this can Orland take?" Kelber's eyes darkened with anger. The gold rings that circled his pupils and cyan-blue irises glowed; gold flecks sprinkled in the blue-green glittered. "You said yourself it's getting worse every year. That when you were a boy, these disgorgements came five or seven years apart. Now they're only that many months apart. There must be something we can do." 

Leaning across the desk, Lord Maygor tapped cherry-scented ashes into a receptacle and set the pipe in its holder. "If only I could get in touch with King Emmil--" 

"Drecka!" The expletive, even though mild, was so unlike Kelber that Maygor winced. "Where is Orland's First Loyal anyway?" the young noble cried. "We haven't seen evidence of him for over two years. Is he hiding from the Non? Why can't our King Emmil be like Prand's King Neel? He fought the Non and stopped the world from crumbling." 

"He had two Second Loyals to help him," Maygor pointed out. "King Emmil has no one." 

"Whose fault is that?" Kelber flung himself into a chair opposite the old lord's desk. "Surely the Eternal One would allow him to father children, just as Prand's First Loyal has done. Maybe Emmil doesn't want any. Maybe he's afraid they'll have more power than he does." 

"From what our spies have gleaned, even King Neel had to call on the One for strength enough to save Prand." 

"Then why can't our First Loyal do the same? Why can't he ask for help to quell these infernal firehills?" 

Lord Maygor shook his head. "You are so young, Kelber. Things are not always as simple as they seem. King Emmil is a keeper of the land, not an owner of it. As intermediary between the Eternal One and Orland's peoples, he will ask for help in controlling the firehills only when he perceives that the majority of Orlandians want him to. At present, they do not." He reached out and set to rights the cups chattered off their saucers by the groundshake. 

"I do not," he went on. "My lordshare is as close to the firehills as the law allows, and you know the reason. My vineyards yield twice as many crates of grapes per acre as those in Deltarn, for example." 

Kelber had accompanied his father once to Deltarn, the southernmost of the continent's five kingdoms. Vegetation was greener there, but the soil so far away from the firehills was not nearly as nutrient-rich as that of Bodwyn--or Tiagelle, its neighboring kingdom. 

Another tremor rocked the greathouse. Lord Maygor reached to pick up the mouthpiece of the brass tube that hung from a clamp on the wall behind his desk. The speaking tube led from his study to the servitor area on the main floor, and that end was always attended. "All vol procedures are now in effect," the old lord said into the mouthpiece. "And have a stablehand bring around two horses to the equipment room door." He glanced at Kelber. "You are riding out with me, aren't you? Or would you rather accompany the rest of the household to the safechambers?" 

Kelber rose. "I'll go with you, of course. I can't stand being cooped up, just waiting." 

Followed by his youngest son, Lord Maygor left the study and tramped down the worn brick steps. In the equipment room, they tied gauze kerchiefs around their necks, and donned the steel helmets and padded outerwear any wise man wore when an extravasation threatened. The two heavy-boned horses waiting outside were outfitted with burlap nose guards, and canvas head and body coverings. It wouldn't prevent injury from the occasional larger projectile, but did protect against the searing-hot rock chips that sometimes fell like hailstones. 

Father and son accepted their mounts' reins from the complacent stablehand. 

"Thank you, Aldrin," Lord Maygor said as he swung up on one of the great gray beasts. "Now get yourself to the safechamber." 

"Aye, Milord." Aldrin touched two fingers to his right brow and turned to amble toward the opening of a cottage-sized earthen mound a half-dozen paces from the east wall of the greathouse. 

Kelber grimaced. What his father had said was true. Most Orlandians, even those living near the firehills, accepted the eruptions as a way of life. 

The animals, however, did not. The chickens had already gone to roost, heads tucked under wings. The pigs were snout-first into one end of the sty. The cows, moon-eyed and stiff-legged, shifted from stone fence to stone fence like a school of shadow-startled minnows. They'd give little milk tonight. 

Vol Dorend's outburst seemed imminent. The firehill coughed red smoke and shuddered its massive shoulders. South and north, its fellows sat silent, their own fires smoldering far below the surface. From the road he and his father followed, Kelber could see Vol Tor and Vol Ferna. There were others not within sight of Maygor's lordshare. 

Why couldn't Orland have had trees at its Crown, like that great land mass called Prand that lay east across the sea? It was a question Kelber had asked many times and no one had an answer. Had the Eternal One turned his back on the world's lesser continent after creating it? Or had the Non--that everlasting antithesis of the One--corrupted it to suit his own designs? 

They rode into the open courtyard of the subshare closest to the greathouse. Lord Maygor reined his horse toward the safechamber. "All hands accounted for?" he shouted. 

From behind a heavy wooden door came a muffled reply. "All here, Milord." 

The period of enforced rest was no doubt appreciated. When the eruption was over, the sharehands would have plenty to do. While some took the sprinkler wagons into the fields to wash the worst of the ash off the grape leaves, the rest would ride patrol on the lordshare's borders to keep the gem gleaners from intruding on private property. By law they were allowed to pick rocks only on the openlands. But besides that, if any precious stones were found, they belonged to the lordshare--with the sharehand who found them receiving a quarter of their value, of course. 

The lord prodded his horse into a canter and rode on, Kelber at his heels. Ash clouds had supplanted the milky white ones. Through them the sun shone hazy green. The land lay bathed in a sallow glow that deepened the yellow of the November-brown grasses and dulled the red of the few leaves remaining on the russet maples. 

A shift of wind brought the stinking sulphur smell. Kelber lifted the kerchief from around his neck and tied it in place to cover his nose and mouth. Another groundshake rolled under them. The horses stumbled. Even after years of training and under practiced hands, the animals still exhibited fright. They crabbed and shied, emitting little snorts and squeals. 

"Patra." Kelber was hard put to keep the unease out of his voice. "Let's go home." 

They didn't really need to check all the subshares. The sharehands knew what to do. It was only the lord's strong sense of responsibility that sent him out each time one of the nearby firehills convolsed. 

And, Kelber suspected, the excitement of seeing the eruption. On more than one occasion he had crept out of the safechamber and joined his father atop the earthmound. His older brothers, Har-Maygor and Trendarmon, had little curiosity about the events, having seen enough of them. His sister, Fye, usually became hysterical, which distracted his mother from worrying about his whereabouts. 

Sometimes the extravasation happened at night. Then it was terrifyingly beautiful. Great streams of fire flowed up into the dark sky and fell back on themselves like red fountains. At their bases, splashes of scarlet bubbled and leapt, shattered into droplets of carmine as they faded. Once he'd seen molten rock dribble down the side of the hill, its flaming surface pinking the feathered clouds sucked toward the heaving caldera. 

Occasionally, one of the firehills would throw rocks large enough to maim or kill livestock, but mostly the vols just spewed fire, small rocks and immense clouds of dust-fine ash. The heat burned the moisture out of the air. The ash particles turned sepia every leaf of the maples, every needle of the coned trees, every blade of the field grass. It grayed the red-tiled roof of the greathouse and scummed the waters of the ponds. 

For weeks the area might be plagued with wind and spatters of liquid mud. If rain did not come, King Emmil would coax clouds from the Great Sea to wash away the mud and dust. The land would bloom and prosper. Then, just when the last rocks had been plucked from the fields and the last grains of ash washed from the grapevines, another firehill would disgorge its spite. 

The never-ending cycle of destruction and recovery wore on Kelber. The little-boy excitement he'd once felt was gone. He looked toward Vol Dorend now with anger in his eye and hatred in his heart. 

A rumbling began in the firehill's belly. It rolled across the harvested croplands, reverberated off the small stands of needletrees, sifted through the nearly naked branches of the maples and oaks and beeches. 

"Here it comes," Lord Maygor said, his eyes riveted on Vol Dorend as if entranced. 

A massive column of fire rose from the vol's mouth. 

"Let's go, Patra," Kelber urged again, trepidation building within him. "This time it's flinging rocks." His mount sidled and snorted. He reined it around toward the limited shelter of a copse of needletrees two miles away across a field of barley stubble. 

"Yes," Lord Maygor said faintly and pulled his gaze from the awesome sight. 

The first of the rocks, no bigger than hazelnuts, pattered around them like hail. Kelber drove his heels into the horse's flanks and lashed its shoulders with the rein ends. The frightened animal sprang forward, not really in need of such urging. As they raced across the field, rocks the size of needletree cones mixed with the smaller projectiles. One hit Kelber's mount a glancing blow on the head. The padded protector saved it from serious injury, but the animal staggered and went to its knees. 

Kelber pitched forward. The pommel punched his stomach, expelled his breath and left his head reeling. The horse lurched to its feet, righting Kelber in the saddle but smashing his nose against the short-cropped mane. Blood spurted over Kelber's face. 

Lord Maygor swept past as his son's mount fell. He sawed on the reins and jerked his horse around to come back for Kelber. The sudden reversal loosened his helmet. It slipped back a little, exposing his sweat-sheened brow. 

"I'm all right!" Kelber shouted, wiping his face with his sleeve. "Go!" 

From above came the peculiar whistling sound some fissured rocks emitted as they fell. Maygor looked up. As if released from an aimed sling, the fist-sized rock slammed into the old lord's forehead. The force of the blow carried him backward over his horse's rump. 

"Patra!" Kelber screamed and leapt from his mount's back. 

Though he was slight of build, panic leant him strength. With his arms locked around the heavier man's chest, Kelber dragged his father backward toward the copse. He glanced over his shoulder. The terrified horses had already disappeared into the sheltering trees. The distance, which had not seemed so great on horseback, now was dreadfully far. Rocks of various sizes continued to fall, bruising his hands and arms. In an agony of frustration, Kelber closed his eyes and envisioned the spreading limbs of the trees above their heads... 

He stumbled over a root and fell, his father's limp form dragging against his legs. Kelber looked up, astonished to discover he had reached the needletree copse. The rockfall had diminished. The spreading boughs of the coned trees diverted the few remaining projectiles. Lightning flashed inside the ash cloud. The wind turned, no longer carrying the stink of the vol's breath. Kelber pulled down the kerchief, drew in a deep, shuddering gulp of air and forced himself to look at his father's wound. 

For an instant his heart forgot to beat. Gorge rose in his throat. His father's forehead was a pulpy, bloody mass. A strangled cry pushed through Kelber's shock-numbed lips. "No! No, Eternal One! Please, no!" 

He lifted his head, his soul reaching, begging. But beyond the yellow-tinged needles of the cone trees was only the pallor of a sky sick with foaming clouds of dust. 

Closing his eyes, Kelber cradled his father's head against his shoulder. He could not bear to look again on that strong face, that crushed skull that had held all the knowledge of Maygor lands, all the memories of a gentle wife, three fine sons and a blossoming daughter. Could not look again into the gray eyes, filigreed with scarlet, staring toward the erupting firehill. 

Overwhelming grief followed shock. It laid leaden hands on Kelber's heart, weighted his soul. He took hold of the broad square hands that had guided his when he was learning to draw a bow, laid his cheek against the face that had come alight at his excellence in academics, strained to hear once more the deep voice shouting instructions on horsemanship. 

Gone. The hand was limp, the face growing cold, the voice stilled. All the strength, encouragement, comfort, love--everything that had made Maygor the gentle, decent man he was--gone in an instant of red hate spewed by a firehill. Kelber pulled his father's body tighter against his chest and wept. While tears tracked his cheeks, mounting sorrow fanned the fires of rage within him until they burned as hot as the flames that leapt from Vol Dorend. 

"Patra. Patra." Whispered words escaped between wracking sobs. "I swear...I swear...I'll put an end...to this curse." 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Chaff paused on the threshold of the Hall's master bedchamber. He was pleased with the way his firstservile, Tevony, had redecorated the room. All signs of the previous lord's stultifying presence had been removed. 

At ten-and-six, Chaff was not only the youngest lord on the continent of Prand but also one of the wealthiest. He had inherited the vast timberlands six thirty-days ago and was easing himself into the luxury of owning the Holdings where he'd served seven years as stableboy. He'd been occupying one of the guest bedchambers and hadn't yet slept in the great four-poster bed he now eyed with a small smile. Soon, he would bring back a bride from the neighboring kingdom of Falshane. 

He returned to his study and had barely sat down behind the polished oak desk when his Awareness detected a subtle change in the Air Particles. He rose, smiling, to welcome his father. The silver-haired man appeared beside him, and Chaff felt again the peace and love flowing from this beautiful person, Prand's First Loyal, King Neel. 

Like Chaff's, his eyes were dark brown with gold rings around the pupil and the iris, which was also flecked with gold. The unusual eye coloration and the Mark of Infinity--an elongated figure eight on the underside of the left wrist--identified the Eternal One's Loyals. 

"Chaff's Holdings is prospering." King Neel's voice bespoke his pride. "And this in spite of the fact that you gave away an enormous stock of lumber to the southern kingdoms after the storm." 

"I can't take all the credit," Chaff said. "Tevony is an excellent bookkeeper, and Dowvy advises me on all the important decisions." 

King Neel seated himself in a chair across from Chaff, who dropped into his own with a sigh. "I should have known you were on your way to visit me long before I did. But it's just so tiring, always being on alert." 

"It is. Even I cannot maintain constant surveillance over all of Prand." 

As a Second Loyal, Chaff had received his Awareness magik--the ability to read human and animal emotions and to control the LifeForce Particles of nature--when he'd turned ten-and-six. Already he could cast it as far as his father, but not as continuously. 

"I wish I could," Chaff said. "I'd like to be in closer touch with Aeslin. Ours will be a grand wedding, according to the messages I receive." He glanced at his mountain cat, one of those trained to serve as couriers between kings and nobles important to the crown. "As befits a princess, I suppose, but my mother and Prince Torin didn't go to all this fuss when they were wed in May, and they seem to be radiantly happy." 

"They are, indeed." 

Remorseful, Chaff lowered his gaze. How could they not be? They had waited ten-and-six years to realize their dream of love. Chaff had been the cause of that, the son born of her union with the Eternal One's First Loyal. The reason for her estrangement from her parents. The Second Loyal whose identity had to be protected at all costs until he was old enough to receive his birthright of immortality. 

Chaff looked up as Dowvy entered from the hallway. The little brushbung crossed the room and knelt before King Neel, who reached out and touched his bowed head gently. Those whom the One had gifted with magik--which included all sprites and a few humans--were Keepers of the Land and owed their first allegiance to King Neel, the Keeper King. 

"See ye often enough, we don't," the woodsprite said, rising. "Came with ye not, did Haehli?" He glanced around, as if expecting Chaff's half-sister, Prand's other Second Loyal, to appear. Born a princess of Shubeck, she had lived in the royalhouse for ten-and-six years until King Neel had claimed her September before last. Since then, she'd been living with him at the Crown and usually accompanied him whenever he left there. 

Chaff smiled. "You old faker. It's Haehli you want to see, not your king." 

Dowvy's brown face reddened, his mud-brown eyes flashed with annoyance and his mouth rounded to form a retort, then clamped shut. What could he have said? His adoration of Haehli was too obvious to deny. 

"Haehli has gone home to visit her mother and King Drelbyn. I am afraid he did not take well the news of her immortality." King Neel's gentle face saddened and he averted his gaze. "Some of the Eternal One's decisions are difficult for mortals to accept." 

Like Chaff's mother, Haehli's had obeyed the One's request to mate with King Neel to produce a Second Loyal. But Prince Torin had understood; King Drelbyn did not. Chaff got up, went to the Keeper King and put a hand on his arm. "Perhaps Haehli can use her Awareness to help King Drelbyn accept what had to happen between you and Queen Mehna." 

King Neel shook his head. "What will be, will be. This sort of thing is beyond our control." He clasped Chaff's hand in both of his. "What is not beyond our control is teaching you to convey." He smiled. "You really need to be able to go farther than from the Hall to the stable. Even though Haehli and I will certainly be in attendance at your wedding, it would be nice if you could convey yourself to Norporte." 

"But that's fifty-five leagues!" Chaff cried. "I can't move my LifeForce Particles that far!" 

"Then it's time you had another lesson. Come along, Chaff. We have less than a ten-day." 

 

[image: Image]

 

Aeslin was radiant in her gown of white taffeta trimmed with hundreds of seed pearls and yard after yard of hand-tatted lace. Watching her walk toward him, Chaff wondered that his petite princess could bear up under the weight. No wonder that six young Falshanians strutted behind her, carrying the train. 

Chaff was no less resplendent in a white velvet brocade doublet and breeches with gold piping. He had protested at the gold-colored shoes, but Aeslin's father, Prince Torin, had assured him that was the proper mode of dress for a man marrying royalty. 

As Aeslin drew nearer, all Chaff saw was her luminous flaxflower-blue eyes, filled with love. He lost himself in their blueness, and the grand hall of the royalhouse faded. He was back in his study at Chaff Hall with Dowvy. 

"Worked ye seven years in the stable," the sprite cried, "and know ye not what to do on your marriage night?" 

"Well, yes, I know the physical part." Chaff shifted in his chair, uncomfortable with the subject they were discussing but wanting the brushbung's advice. "What I mean is, well, animals don't love each other. They just mate because an inner drive tells them it's time to do it. But it must be different with people. It has to be special. People have a love-union because they...they want..." He paused, floundering, blushing, gaze locked on the ceiling. 

"Ah, Chaff," Dowvy said softly. "If with such reverence ye think of it, special it will be." 

Aeslin's soft hand slipped into Chaff's, bringing him back to the present. To the royalcity of Falshane, to the royalhouse in Norporte, to the grand hall perfumed with masses of flowers, lit and warmed by banks of candlelamps, crowded with guests come to witness a golden-haired Second Loyal exchange wedding vows with a blue-eyed princess. Chaff thought his knees would surely buckle before he could slip the traditional seven-diamond ring on her finger. 

With appropriate solemnity, Aeslin's younger brother paced down the aisle carrying the two Sacred Books, the selected readings marked by purple tassels. He placed the books on a lectern in front of the Eld Believer, who would perform the ceremony, and took his place behind the white-robed old man. 

Next came Winky, Chaff's Holdings' youngest stableboy, with the rings. His small face glowed as he bowed and held out the white velvet cushion. Only a ten-year, he exhibited an almost embarrassing admiration for Chaff, who gave him a nervous smile as he and Aeslin took the rings. 

The words were spoken, the rings exchanged, the wedding blessed by the Eld Believer. Chaff kissed his bride amid a shower of ice-daisy petals thrown by the children of the serviles of the royalhouse and the Holdings. He clasped hands with Aeslin and they turned as one to greet their guests as man and wife. The receiving line formed and went on for hours, it seemed. All the royalty of Prand was represented, as well as many of the nobility. 

Kormek and Parl were at the end of the line. The old mercenary and Chaff's Holdings' former stablemaster were clean-shaven, and their hair had been professionally trimmed. Impeccably attired in formal linen shirts, jackets and breeches, they seemed not at all to be two trail riders on respite from a grim mission. Chaff's gaze touched briefly on the long scar that marked the left side of Parl's face. It had resulted from a wound he'd received from a dragging ordered by Lord Yoad, Chaff's one-time master. Chaff greeted the men warmly and promised to talk with them later. 

Three felt-drums' soft but distinctive thum thum thum announced the wedlock dance. Quickly following came the mellow chime of eleven psalteries. The hammers alternately caressed the strings then skipped across them to produce soft sweet passages or strong vibrant ones symbolizing the bride's virtue and the groom's virility. Aeslin removed the heavy train and Chaff escorted her to the dance floor, where he took her into his arms. A murmur of subdued laughter rippled through the onlookers as he drew her close instead of holding her away in the accepted dance posture. With his lips touching hers, he whispered, "I love you, love you, love you." 

She didn't reply with words, but he felt her mouth trembling against his in sweet response. Then, blushing, she stepped back into the correct position and the dance began. He studied her face, remembering the first time he had seen her, that spring day when he'd first entered Norporte. Then sunlight had sparked the copper in her brown hair; tonight, candlelamps set the copper lights aglow. By the One, how he loved her! 

Too soon the dance ended, and he released her to the arms of her father while he danced with her grandmother, who regarded him with warmth. "Torin tells me you're learning to do that...whatever you call it--where you can move yourself instantly elsewhere." 

"Conveying," Chaff supplied. "And, yes, my father is teaching me, but I'm not a very good student, I'm afraid." 

"But you will be able to do it eventually, won't you?" Chaff almost smiled at her anxiety. She refused to let him escape her gaze. "And when you learn how, you will bring my granddaughter to see me often?" 

"I will," Chaff said. "I'll study very hard, and then we'll both be only moments away." 

She seemed satisfied with his promise and relaxed, while Chaff looked over her shoulder and hoped he could make good on his words. After that he danced with his mother, with each of Prand's queens, and with more noble ladies than he thought the grand hall could hold. 

"Isn't it about my turn?" a bright voice queried, and Chaff turned to his half-sister, Haehli. She looked very different with her golden hair piled atop her head instead of gathered at her nape with a leather thong. And he'd never seen her in other than hempcloth riding clothes. Her rose taffeta gown was simple but stylish; the bodice flattered her well-proportioned upper body, the skirt hid her slender hips under tiers of ruffles. 

"You are a young man of many talents," she said, the gold lights in her brown eyes flashing. "Where did you learn to dance so nimbly?" 

"Tevony taught me," Chaff answered as he led her into a lively half-step. "Where she learned, I have no idea. And she graciously made adjustments for a person born with one leg shorter than the other." 

In truth, the slight deformity rarely bothered him, and, knowing that, Haehli laughed. "Who would ever notice, for tonight you are walking on air." 

He looked at her with affection. "You're sweet as well as beautiful, Haehli," he said. "Where is the one who will recognize that and put the seven diamonds on your finger?" 

Her generous mouth curved into a smile. "Don't wish married life on me, Chaff. I like roaming the skylands. And Father and I enjoy each other's company." 

The dance with Haehli ended, and, not wanting to face any more partners at the moment, Chaff went to talk with Kormek and Parl. The two had just left one of the feasting tables. Chaff merely glanced at its platters of roasted meats and fish, great bowls of carrots and other vegetables, crystal dishes dripping with sauces and gravies. 

He clasped hands in turn with the former mercenary and the one-time stablemaster. Kormek seemed at ease in his finery, but Parl shifted uncomfortably in his formal wear. 

"What success are you having in your mission?" Chaff asked after they had exchanged the usual pleasantries. 

Kormek's lean face softened with a seldom-seen grin. "You see no Purists in this gathering, do you?" 

Chaff returned the smile. "No. But my father would have detected them long ago and they'd be explaining themselves to the Eternal One by now." 

For the second time in as many minutes, Parl ran a finger around the inside of his collar. "King Neel wouldn't have found any. Not in this area of Falshane, anyway. We started the purge here and we're working gradually outward." 

"I appreciate what you're doing," Chaff said. "It's hard for me..." He shook his head. He had killed four Purists in the heat of their attack, but guilt over their deaths still lingered. Even though the sect's goal was to eradicate anyone gifted with magik, he would not have been able to undertake their methodical hunting and elimination as Parl and Kormek were doing. 

Like Kormek, Parl was at least five-and-a-half ten-years. Lean and trim, he appeared to be even healthier than when he'd been stablemaster at the Holdings now owned by Chaff. "We miss you at the Hall, Parl," Chaff said sincerely. 

A slow flush spread over the man's face as he looked over Chaff's shoulder, and Chaff glanced around to see Tevony approaching. The black-haired servile had left her post at one of the feasting tables. She wore a gown of pale blue linen, and only the spiritually blind would not have seen the beauty behind her scarred face. 

She curtsied to Chaff, a custom she insisted upon observing even in the privacy of Chaff Hall, then turned her dark-eyed gaze on Parl. "It's so good to see you again," she said and extended a hand toward him. 

He took it hesitantly. His fingers trembled as he wrapped them around hers and he kept his face impassive. "Tevony," he said. "I understand you are a great help to our young lord." 

The color heightened in her cheeks, but Chaff knew it was not due to Parl's praise. Six thirty-days ago, Chaff had sensed the love between the two--a love each refused to express. And he intended to bring them together. 

"She is, indeed," he said. "She has done a splendid job of redecorating the Hall. I will expect you and Kormek to attend my ten-and-seven birth remembrance March twenty next and see for yourself." 

He excused himself to let the three talk and went in search of his father. King Neel was easy to spot, being the only one in the room dressed in gray. The dignified outfit, decorated with a simple Believer symbol embroidered in silver thread, was perfectly suited to the silver-haired man. 

Chaff's wedding was the first large gathering King Neel had ever attended. Heretofore, he had rarely left Crown Centre. But due to Chaff's and Haehli's urging he had become more sociable. The two Second Loyals insisted that the people of Prand needed to be better acquainted with their spiritual leader. Many guests had sought his presence during the evening, but at the moment only Haehli stood at his side. 

As he joined them, Chaff said, "I've set into motion a meeting between Parl and Tevony." He smiled. "Do you think the Eternal One prompted my actions?" 

King Neel returned his smile. "He does not arrange every meeting, Chaff. Just those that will have an impact upon the well-being of His creation. But since even we Loyals don't know which is which..." His voice trailed off and he shrugged. He looked out the window at the star-jeweled sky. "Somehow I feel such a meeting had its beginning even as we celebrated here today." 

"Today? November twelve?" Chaff looked around at the guests still milling about the laden feasting tables and dancing in the center of the grand hall. "Well, I've certainly met enough people for one night." 

He glanced at Aeslin as she whirled past in the arms of the darkly handsome King Jeyr. Chaff sighed. "I'm tired of dancing and I'm tired of conversing," he said. "When will it be proper for Aeslin and me to be alone together?" 

The Keeper King laughed. "I think you've given us enough of your time. I'm sure the royal family of Falshane can handle the necessary pleasantries for the rest of the evening. Collect your bride and consummate your marriage." 

Chaff flushed at his father's words, but looked toward the dance floor and reached out to touch Aeslin's mind. She could not respond in kind, but she had already learned the origin of the strange "visions" that suddenly came to her. She turned her head and her eyes sought him out. He smiled and nodded. She apologized to her dancing partner and made her way toward Chaff. 

He took her hands in his and leaned forward to kiss her on the forehead. "Sweet love," he murmured. "Father says we may gracefully leave the party now." 

"Thank the One," she breathed. "I've been wanting to escape for the last hour or more." 

They slipped out of the grand hall and hurried along the maze of corridors toward Aeslin's room. The marriage bed had been prepared for them. The covers were neatly folded at the foot and winter-rose petals had been strewn upon the white sheets. Candlelamps shyly offered subdued light from the corners of the room, and a cherry log burned with a slow glow in the fireplace. 

Chaff closed the door behind him and leaned against it. For a long moment, they only looked at each other. Chaff's heart ached with longing, yet he hesitated to reach out for her, as if the touch would shatter an illusion. She seemed to know his thoughts. 

"It's really happened, Chaff. We're wed, just like I knew we'd be from the first moment we touched." 

He pushed away from the door, stepped toward her and drew back. "I don't...I'm not sure..." he floundered. 

She smiled shyly. "I think the first step is removing our clothing." She turned her back and lifted her curls with one hand. "Undo my dress, Chaff." 

His fingers trembled so that he could hardly manage the buttons. And there were so many of them! Aeslin waited patiently, but he felt the warmth pulsing with her every quick-drawn breath. The white gown fell around her ankles. While she reached to unfasten and tug off her undergarments, Chaff stripped off his own formalwear. 

She turned to face him and he drew a deep breath. "By the One," he murmured, "you're so...so round and soft." 

Aeslin giggled. "And you are the opposite." 

Chaff flushed, knowing his body's natural response to his bride. She stepped close to him. The touch of her body against his set pleasant fires aglow. He ran his hands along her shoulders, down her back. Her skin was silky soft, smooth and warm. 

The words he wanted to say tumbled from a mouth gone dry. "Aeslin...I don't want our love-union to be just...well, physical. I want it to be something special." 

She raised one hand and caressed his face. "My dear sweet Chaff. With you, how could it be anything else?" 

He caught her hand, turned it and kissed the palm. Her free hand tangled in his hair and pulled his mouth down to hers. The kiss was gentle and sweet and full of longing. He ran his hands along her shoulders and loosed her hair. 

When it tumbled free he buried his face in its rose-scented softness. He felt her kisses on his neck, her breath warm on his skin. She was trembling. 

He drew his head back to look at her. Tears shone in her eyes. "What, love?" he asked, puzzled. 

"Oh, Chaff. Chaff, don't ever leave me." Her slender arms wrapped tight around him. 

Shaken by emotion of a kind he'd never known, he could hardly speak. He touched his lips to hers again, felt the devotion singing from his body to hers. "No, love, no. I'll not. You're my one true love." 

He lifted her in his arms, carried her to the great soft bed and put her down gently on the scattered petals. 

Their love-union was indeed something special. 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

The great clock in the kingcity square pointed its hands at eleven and three. The impassive face it presented to Kelber seemed symbolic of the human ones he had thus far encountered in Nylsar. With the possible exception of the university librarian, his contacts in Bodwyn's capitol city had been disinterested at best, hostile at worst. 

It had taken five days of persistent nagging to wangle a fifteen-minute audience with the United Royal Council. He had succeeded then only because a dignitary from South Juledwi had fallen ill and relinquished his appointment time. 

"Consider yourself lucky," the Appointment Secretary had sniffed. "Their Majesties' schedule is understandably full. They Council only twice a year, you know." 

Kelber had gritted his teeth. Of course he knew. He was the son of a lord, not a sharehand. 

The appointment slip he held gained him quick entry at the palace doors and equally quick admittance into the great receiving hall. The cavernous room thronged with people. Many of them queued up to the appointment desk; the others were presumably there to offer moral support. Mothers clung one last time to young boys and girls who would soon be offered for service at the five palaces represented. The need for scullery help, personal maids, stablehands and pages seemed unending. It was an honor to have a child accepted, and it meant one less turnip needed for the stew pot at home. 

Some of the supplicants were lowborn, as evidenced by their mungo-cloth garments. They were a mewling lot, and not well-washed, judging from the smells that lingered after they'd passed him. Others wore the roughweave cotton of higher stations--sharehands, factory workers, tradesmen and so on. Only a few people were dressed in the silks and satins that identified them as nobility, and fewer still sported the brocades and taffetas that signified royal heritage. 

Kelber, in a blue-green satin doublet and hose, was politely directed to a long flight of marble steps. At their head, he met with an obstacle. Two guards, impressive in their uniforms of gray wool decorated with gold braid, were in heated conversation with an old man dressed in worn roughweave shirt and breeches. The odor of wine emanating from the sharehand indicated he'd made use of it to fortify his resolve to obtain an audience. 

"I don't need a 'pointment." He gesticulated toward the imposing double doors that Kelber supposed was the entry to the United Royal Council Chambers and shook his head, ill-cut gray hair snagging on his frayed shirt collar. "I bought m' time with sixty years o' taxes. This's 'portant. They's got to see me!" 

"Sorry, old man," one of the guards said firmly. "No appointment, no audience." He grasped the sharehand's right arm and began to propel him toward the stairway. 

Kelber stepped forward, holding his appointment slip so that the time, eleven-thirty, was plainly evident. One of the guards glanced at it, then nodded. He turned as if to escort Kelber down the corridor, but at that moment the old man wrested free of the other guard's grip. He backed away from the uniformed men, spreading work-gnarled hands in front of him as if to ward them off. 

"They's got to hear me out," he cried. "They's got to stop the wind." 

At this the guards exchanged glances and advanced on the old man with determination. 

Tears pooled in the sharehand's faded blue eyes. "It killed m' gran'boy, the wind," he said fiercely. "And him no more than three years old." 

Kelber's irritation at being delayed was instantly swallowed by compassion. The death of a loved one was soul-shattering. He wanted to reach out and comfort the man. 

With an unexpected show of agility, the sharehand dodged between the two guards and bolted down the hall. In a few long strides, the guards were upon him. As they hauled the now-weeping old man toward the stairway, one of them spoke to Kelber. 

"Wait in the antechamber. Door to the right." 

With one last glance at the sorrowing grandfather, Kelber hurried down the corridor, his quick steps echoing along its gray marble length. Directly in front of him were the huge carved-and-polished double doors; on either side of him were smaller ones, both closed to the hallway. Door to the right, the guard had said. To Kelber's right? Or to the right of the Council Chamber? 

Kelber chose the one to his right and opened it hesitantly. A man with shoulder-length light-brown hair stood at a window, his back to the room. He turned and Kelber drew a quick breath. The man's skin was milky white. A Prandian. 

"Sorry," Kelber mumbled. "Wrong room." He stepped back and pulled the door closed. 

The sight of a Prandian in Orland had startled him. The two continents did not trade, and while Prandians were not exactly considered enemies, neither were they welcome. In fact, this was the first pale-skinned person Kelber had ever seen. The man had to be an ambassador. His face was pleasant, his expression open and honest. He had exhibited no sign of agitation, but only mild surprise at being discovered waiting to speak with the five kings. But when had Orland begun meeting with Prandian ambassadors? 

Kelber had no time to ponder it. The great doors to the Council Chambers opened, and a middle-aged tradesman was ushered out by a page. Kelber stepped into the antechamber across the hall just as another page entered it from a different door and beckoned him to follow. 

The five kings of Orland--Noridj, Wem, Ott, Tobbik and Garlisteld--sat in high-backed padded chairs at a long mahogany table on a dais. Behind them a bank of artfully placed windows cast the supplicants' faces in light, while those of the monarchs were nearly obscured by the brightness flowing over their shoulders. In front of each sovereign were various papers and inkpots with plumed quills protruding like the gaudy tailfeathers of a ghena bird. 

All the kings wore simple gold crowns and full-cut over-robes of red brocade. This was not necessarily their manner of attire when each presided over his own throne room. The similar costuming here was to present a unified front for those who gained audience with them during the weeklong Council session. Even the youthful pages who stood at attention behind each ruler's right shoulder were dressed alike in pale gray tunics and hose. Two more pages attended the great doors, along with two guards. 

Kelber bowed to each of the sovereigns, beginning with Ott of Deltarn, the oldest king and therefore Council facilitator, then his own king, Tobbik of Bodwyn, followed by Noridj and Wem of North and South Juledwi respectively and, finally, his favorite, Garlisteld. He didn't know why he liked the monarch of Tiagelle better than the others. Perhaps it was because the pleasant-faced man was gray-haired, short and stocky, and reminded Kelber of his father. 

"Your Majesties," Kelber began, aware his audience time was fast slipping by, "I come to ask your assistance in a matter of great concern to all of Orland." 

Ott's dark eyes glittered with amusement. "And what is this matter of great concern?" 

Kelber swallowed his irritation at the mockery. "I'm sure Your Majesties are aware of the increased frequency of the extravasations of the firehills." 

Kings Noridj and Wem exchanged bored glances. The prevailing winds kept their kingdoms relatively free of ash and sulphuric fumes. Unconcern about the firehills' activity was probably the one thing they agreed upon. North and South Juledwi had been split by civil war hundreds of years ago, but the old animosity between the two countries had never died. 

While Noridj inspected the setting on his ruby ring and Wem smoothed a fuzzy eyebrow with a pudgy forefinger, Ott fussed with his beard. Iron gray, it was cut straight across at the bottom, his round ruddy face set into it like a manufacturer's seal on a broom. He ran the knuckles of a loosely fisted hand along its bristly edge. 

"And what concern is that to Orland?" he asked. "I would think the increased activity of the vols would only serve to further enrich the soils, especially of Bodwyn and Tiagelle." He flicked glances at the rulers of those two kingdoms. "Isn't that so, Tobbik? Garlisteld?" 

Tobbik nodded. The youngest of the monarchs, he was clean-shaven and deceptively sleepy-eyed. He regarded Kelber now with a sort of lazy interest. "Aren't you one of Lord Maygor's sons?" 

"Yes." Kelber steeled himself to say the words he didn't want to hear, even from his own lips. "My father was killed in Vol Dorend's latest eruption, Your Majesty." 

"Ah." Ott leaned back in his cushioned chair as if that explained everything. 

Desperation moved Kelber's tongue to a quick response. "But that isn't the only reason I approach Your Majesties. It's because of the Non. He's getting too powerful, Your Majesties." He looked earnestly from one to the other, as if his own trepidation would slough off onto them. "I beg you to petition King Emmil to--" 

Ott slapped one hand on the table, sending papers flying and the young pages scurrying to catch them. "I can't believe this! You, a lord's son, coming here with the commoners' superstitious drivel! You speak of the Non and King Emmil as if they actually existed." 

Anger at the old king's blind stupidity rose up in Kelber's throat, choking back the words he wanted to say. 

Garlisteld spoke, his voice mild but his tone positive. "They do exist," he said. "I myself have conversed with King Emmil." 

Ott whirled on the Tiagelle ruler. "You've talked to an ordinary man with an extraordinary imagination. Oh, yes, I've heard of him. A blond Orlandian," he scoffed. "A man who's gone to some lengths to make himself look different so he can gull the foolish to follow him. The delusional dolt has even scarred one of his wrists with a supposedly magikal mark." His steely glare bore down on the stocky king, but Garlisteld did not flinch. 

"I'd be ashamed to admit to believing in such idiocy," Ott continued. "You might as well profess to trust those shard-scored night gleaners." 

"If you think King Emmil to be only a man, why don't you bring him in for interrogation?" Garlisteld asked. "To satisfy your curiosity, if nothing else." His brown eyes softened as he looked at Kelber before once more turning his attention to Ott. 

The old king's face darkened. "I don't have any curiosity about him. I don't give a black curse who the commoners worship, so long as they obey the laws of Orland." 

He pulled his fierce gaze away from Garlisteld and turned it on Kelber. "Your plea," he spat the word, "is denied. There are no facts to support your implied concern that Orland is in danger due to increased convolsive activity." He leaned forward and pointed a threatening finger at Kelber. "So far as the exchange of words between King Garlisteld and me, you never heard them. Is that understood?" 

"Yes, Your Majesty, King Ott," Kelber said stiffly. He glanced at the Tiagelle sovereign, who gave him the slightest of commiserating smiles. 

Trembling with outrage, Kelber turned and allowed himself to be escorted into the hallway. As the great doors clapped shut, he glanced at the smaller one behind which the Prandian waited. He was tempted to approach the man. The people of the larger continent revered their First Loyal. Even the nobility and royalty admitted to his existence. 

Maybe Kelber could convince the Prandian to carry a message to their King Neel. Surely, that continent's First Loyal would understand the urgency, would assist Kelber in locating Orland's spiritual king. 

He had actually taken a step toward the door when he looked up and saw the corridor guards watching him. With a determined stride he traversed the hallway and nodded to each of them as he left the second floor. 

Anger, resentment and despair were his companions as he tramped down the marble steps and through the crowds in the receiving hall. He would not let his gaze touch theirs, these people bent on quests likely as futile as his. 

He walked through the arched stone gateway of the palace grounds and fervently wished the Non would make the next groundshake strong enough to bring it down. Preferably with King Ott under it. But that wouldn't happen--Bodwyn had prudently built its kingcity on the shores of the Great Sea, as far away from the vols as it could be. 

The old man Kelber had seen struggling with the corridor guards sat beside the stone wall, head thrown back, eyes closed, bony knees drawn up, arms limp at his sides. Was the sharehand besotted with drink? Kelber stopped, but he was about to move on when the faded blue eyes opened. The grief in them was too great for him to ignore. He sat down beside the grandfather. 

"I didn't have any luck with my audience," he said bitterly. "The kings hear only what they want to hear." 

"They's got to stop the wind, milord." The sharehand's voice was weary as he repeated the words he'd spoken to the palace guards. 

"They can't do that, old one," Kelber said gently. 

"King Emmil can, milord. And he will, if enough people ask him to." 

Kelber closed his eyes briefly. His father had said very much the same thing. 

"But why stop the wind? It brings the rain we need to grow our crops." 

"And when the firehills convolse, it brings death. M' gran'boy died, and him no more than three years old." 

Kelber frowned, trying to understand. "He was too close when the vol blew? He breathed the hot air?" 

The sharehand shook his head and plucked at a bit of grass clinging to his roughweave breeches. "The wind come down the valley, all stinkin' and yella. Many o' us got sick, but m' little grandboy..." The crabbed hand twitched, and he blinked away tears. 

"Where is your valley, old one?" Kelber probed. 

"North Bodwyn. North o' the Masketene." 

Kelber knew of the river he named, knew that the area was due east of Vol Tene, which had erupted in September. A strong wind could have carried enough ash and fumes to sicken an adult and kill a young child. It hadn't happened before, but the Non was getting stronger. Kelber was sure of it. 

He rested a hand on the old man's shoulder. "I'm sorry you lost your grandson. I, too, lost a loved one to a vol's wrath." If his resolve had been firm before, now it hardened like steel. "I intend to do something about it." 

He started to rise, and the sharehand reached out with both hands and caught one of his. The rheumy eyes swam with tears. "Thank you, milord. Thank you. May the blessing of the Eternal One go with you." 

The old man bowed his head over Kelber's hand, and a tear splashed on the noble's knuckles. Feeling as if he'd been anointed, Kelber pulled gently away, rose and turned toward the quay. He needed to hire a ship. 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

Anzra gazed placidly at the door that had just been pulled shut by the young Orlandian--a nobleman's son, judging from his clothes. It was unfortunate the boy had seen him with undyed skin and minus the tradesman's cap that ordinarily concealed his long hair. No need to let the kings know about it; it was just one of those things that might precipitate action at a later time. 

He doubted the noble would remember his face, but he had memorized the boy's. It was a handsome face, with strong straight nose, high cheekbones, wide-set eyes of a striking blue-green color and a rounded chin. 

With silent steps Anzra moved to the door to the Council Chamber. He grasped the latch and lifted it as slowly as the hands on a clock moved, so slowly that neither guards nor pages would notice its motion. Equally as carefully, he opened the door enough to hear the conversation between the young man and the council of kings. 

Anzra knew Orland's rulers. He had been in their employ for over forty years. Not these very same men, of course. Of the five kings he'd first met, only Ott remained. The others had died natural deaths or had been assassinated. Too bad Ott hadn't been one of them. Of the five present monarchs, he was the most arrogant, the one who most enjoyed exerting the power of his position. 

As he was doing now. Grinding the Orlandian boy's earnestly spoken request like millet under a wheel. The black-haired noble wanted the kings to ask Orland's First Loyal for help. Never, Anzra thought grimly. Never would Ott admit the existence of a spiritual leader, an immortal human with magik, someone with more power than he. 

Anzra edged the door open to a thin crack. The young man was crestfallen, but a fire of determination heightened the glow of his Orlandian coloring as he was escorted from the room, plea denied. Anzra had the feeling this individual would not give up his quest. 

If Ott felt any remorse about his harsh treatment of the boy his expression didn't reveal it. But, then, it was said he treated Prince Lewtri, the youngest of his three sons, with the same contempt. And for the same reason. The broody fifteen-year-old believed in the existence of magik, and that diminished him in his father's eyes. 

A tradesman entered the audience chamber, pushing a boy of ten or eleven before him. Anzra was about to ease the door closed when the man said, "Your Majesties, I humbly offer my son to serve you." At once Anzra was transported back forty years to a time when his own father had uttered those same words. Again, he saw the five monarchs of that day seated before him. 
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King Ridmer of Bodwyn studied him with interest, his gray-haired head canted to one side, his lips pursed. Without preamble, he asked Anzra's father the oft-repeated question. "What folly of nature gave him that coloring?" 

Anzra gritted his teeth and stared resolutely at the marble floor. He could do nothing about his milk-white skin--no amount of fieldwork had reddened it--but at least they would not see his pale green eyes. 

"I do not know, Your Majesties," his father, Stov, said. 

"Of what possible use could such a freak be to us?" 

As sure as a curved razorknife cut a grape cluster from the vine, those words sliced a chunk from Anzra's fragile ego. He lifted his head just enough to peer through his pale brown lashes and see which king spoke so harshly. 

King Ott of Deltarn, the youngest sovereign on the United Royal Council, glared at him with baleful dark eyes and continued. "He certainly could not be a page. He would distract from the order of business." 

Nor do I want to be a page, Anzra thought. But I could work in the stables or the kitchen. Anyplace to hide away from the taunts and stares of everyone who sees me. 
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