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   	      PUPPETS OF THE
TWISTED MIRROR

      Karan of Gothryme: To save her people, her land, and her lover, she will have to sacrifice the entire world…

    Llian of the Zain: Born cursed to serve the Charon, he now must use his knowledge to overcome his very nature…

      Yalhara of the Charon: The Demon Queen warped the Twisted Mirror to escape Santhenar and the Forbidding, but she may have left her darkest secrets
         behind…

      Maigraith: She has the strength to lead armies against inhuman foes, yet she cannot free herself from the one person who would destroy
         her…

      Shand: He has spent an eon burying his past but if he does not reveal the truth now, Santhenar may be doomed…

      Faelamor of the Faellem: The Lady of Illusions plans to lead her people back to their homeworld of Tallallame, even if escape means sacrificing all
         other worlds to The Void…

   

      I would like to thank Simon Irvine for the
truly glorious cover concept artwork.

      


   
      “You are wrong if you think fortune haschanged toward you.
Inconstancy is my very essence.”
      

      BOETHIUS, THE CONSOLATION OF PHILOSOPHY
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      SYNOPSIS OF


      THE VIEW FROM THE MIRROR


      The View from the Mirror is a tale of the Three Worlds, Aachan, Tallallame and Santhenar, and of the four human species that inhabit them: Aachim, Charon, Faellem and old human. The setting is Santhenar, a world where wizardry—the Secret Art—is difficult, and doesn’t always work, and every using comes at a price—aftersickness.

      


      Long ago a whole race was betrayed and cast into the void between the worlds, a Darwinian place where life is more desperate,

         more brutal, more fleeting than anywhere. In the void none but the fittest survive, and only by remaking themselves constantly.

         A million of that race died in the first few weeks.

      


      The terrible centuries ground on. The exiles were transformed into a new human species, but still they could not survive the

         void. Reduced to a handful, they hung over the abyss of extinction. Then one day a chance came, an opening to another world—Aachan!

      


      Giving themselves a new name, Charon, after a frigid moonlet at the furthest extremity of the void, they took Aachan from

         the Aachim. The Hundred, as the remaining Charon became known, dared allow nothing to stand before the survival of their species.

      


      But they did not flourish on Aachan, so one of the Hundred, Rulke, commissioned the golden flute, an instrument that could open the Way between the Worlds. Before it could be used, Shuthdar, the old human who made it, stole the flute and fled with it to Santhenar. Unfortunately for Rulke, Shuthdar blundered. He

         opened all the paths between the worlds, and the four species scrambled to get the flute for themselves. Rather than be taken

         Shuthdar destroyed it, bringing down the Forbidding that sealed Santhenar off completely. Now the fate of the Three Worlds is bound up with those marooned on Santhenar. They

         have never ceased to search for a way home, but none has ever been found.

      


      Volume 1
A SHADOW ON THE GLASS


    Llian, a brilliant young chronicler at the College of the Histories, presents a new version of an ancient Great Tale, the Tale of the Forbidding, at his graduation telling, to unprecedented acclaim. But Wistan, the master of the College, realizes that Llian has uncovered a deadly mystery—evidence that a crippled girl was murdered

         at the time the golden flute was destroyed. The crime must have occurred to conceal a greater one, and even now such knowledge

         could be deadly, both for him and for the College.

      


      Llian is also Zain, an outcast race despised for collaborating with the Charon in olden times. Wistan persecutes Llian to make him retract the

         tale, but Llian secretly keeps on with his research. He knows that it could be the key to a brilliant story—the first new

         Great Tale for hundreds of years—and if he were the one to write it, he would stand shoulder to shoulder with the greatest

         chroniclers of all time.

      


      Karan, a young woman who is a sensitive, was at the graduation telling when Llian told his famous tale. She loves the Histories and is captivated by the tale and

         the teller. Karan returns to Gothryme, her drought-stricken and impoverished home, but soon afterwards Maigraith appears. Karan owes an obligation to Maigraith, the powerful but troubled lieutenant of Faelamor, and Maigraith insists that she repay it by helping to steal an ancient relic for her liege. Faelamor is the age-old leader

         of the Faellem, exiled on Santhenar by the Forbidding. Desperate to take her people back to her own world, she believes that

         the relic may hold the key.

      


      Yggur the sorcerer now holds the relic in Fiz Gorgo. Karan and Maigraith steal into his fortress, but Karan is shocked to learn

         that the relic is the Mirror of Aachan, stolen from the Aachim a thousand years ago. Being part-Aachim herself, she knows that the Aachim have never stopped searching

         for it. She must betray her father’s people or refuse her debt to Maigraith—dishonor either way. And Karan has a dangerous

        heritage: part Aachim, part old human, she is a blending. Blendings, though prone to madness, can have unusual talents, as she has. They are also at risk: sometimes hunted to enslave

         the talent, as often to destroy it.

      


      Maigraith, captivated by something she sees on the Mirror, is surprised by Yggur. Finally she is overcome but Karan flees with the

         Mirror into the flooded labyrinth below the fortress, pursued by Yggur’s dreadful Whelm guards. Karan eventually escapes but is hunted for weeks through swamp and forest and mountains, the Whelm tracking her through

        her nightmares. In a twist of fate, Karan saves the life of one of them, Idlis the healer. She heads toward Chanthed, a place of haunting memories because of Llian’s wonderful tale. Pursued by the Whelm and their

         dogs, she reaches out to him in her dreams.

      


      Mendark, a mancer and Yggur’s bitter enemy, hears that the Mirror has been stolen and sends his lieutenants to find it. Learning

         from Tallia that Karan is heading for Chanthed he asks Wistan to find her. Wistan, who would do anything to get rid of Llian, orders

         him to find Karan and take her to Mendark’s city, Thurkad.

      


      At the village of Tullin, Llian dreams that Karan is calling for help and wakes to find two Whelm at his throat, trying to

         trace her sending. He is rescued by Shand, an old man who works at the inn but is more than he seems. Llian heads out into the snow to find Karan. Eventually he does,

         after many perils. Full of mixed feelings about Llian, Karan flees with him into the high mountains. After a number of narrow

         escapes they lose their pursuers, but Llian gets mountain sickness and Karan has no choice but to head for Shazmak, a secret

         city of the Aachim, where she grew up.

      


      After they arrive Karan learns that Tensor is on his way to Shazmak. She knows she can never keep the Mirror secret from him. Unknown to her, Tensor already knows she

         has it. Soon Karan is brought to trial, for the Mirror cannot be found. It is impossible to lie to the Syndics, but Karan, in a desperate expedient, plants a false dream in Llian’s mind, and through a link with him, reads it back to the Syndics at her trial. Because Llian believes it to be truth, it is truth, and despite Tensor’s

         protests she is freed. Karan and Llian escape from Shazmak, hotly pursued by the Aachim. Stealing a boat, they flee down a

         wild river.

      


      In Yggur’s stronghold, Maigraith is tormented by the Whelm, who have an instinctive hatred of her. Later, under Yggur’s relentless

         interrogation, she gives away Karan’s destination, the city of Sith. Yggur needs the Mirror desperately, for his coming war.

         However as the weeks pass a bond grows between them, Maigraith finding in the tormented Yggur the complement to her own troubled

         self.

      


      Faelamor uses her mastery of illusion to snatch Maigraith out of Fiz Gorgo but is furious when she learns that Karan, whom

         she hates, has escaped with the Mirror. Inwardly Faelamor despairs because the Mirror, which she has sought for so long, has

         eluded her again. Once before she almost had it, but Yalkara the Charon, her greatest enemy, defeated her. Yalkara used the Mirror to find a warp in the Forbidding, the only person ever

         to escape from Santhenar. Now Faelamor’s own world, Tallallame, cries out for aid and she is desperate to return.

      


      Faelamor and Maigraith set off to find Karan. Maigraith falls back under Faelamor’s domination. Yggur, finding Maigraith gone,

         marches to war on the east.

      


      Karan and Llian flee through mountains and caverns, hotly pursued by Tensor and his Aachim. At a forest camp she has a terrible

         nightmare and wakes to find that the Whelm have tracked her down again. This time she is helpless for they have learned how

         to control her. Desperate, Karan makes a link to Maigraith, now not far away. Unfortunately the link is captured by a terrifying

         presence, who uses it to speak directly to the Whelm, reminding them that they are really Ghâshâd, ancient enemies of the

         Aachim. Llian escapes but Karan is captured.

      


      Not long after, Faelamor is taken by Tensor and sent to Shazmak, where to her horror she learns about Karan’s Aachim heritage.

         Faelamor already suspects that Karan has Faellem ancestry as well. If so, she is triune: one with the blood of three worlds. A terrifying prospect—no one can tell what unpredictable talents a triune might have.

         Faelamor decides that the risk to her plans is too great—Karan must die. Faelamor escapes but the Ghâshâd find a way into

         Shazmak.

      


      Clumsy Llian somehow rescues Karan, hires a boat and Pender takes them down the river to Sith. There they find Yggur’s armies just across the river. The city cannot stand against him.

         Nor is Faelamor there to take the Mirror. Karan collapses, unable to drive herself any further. There is nowhere to go but

         to Mendark. Karan is afraid of him too.

      


      They reach Thurkad not far ahead of the war to find that Mendark has been overthrown by Thyllan. A street urchin, Lilis, guides Llian to Mendark’s refuge. Mendark and Tallia offer to take Karan in but, angered by Mendark’s imperious manner,

         she refuses him. Shortly, Thyllan captures Karan and the Mirror.

      


    As all the powers gather in Thurkad, Mendark realizes that the only way to recover the Mirror is to call a Great Conclave,

         which Thyllan must obey. As the Conclave ends, news comes that the army is defeated and Yggur at the gates of the city. Faelamor

         shatters Tensor by revealing that the Whelm are actually his ancient enemies, Ghâshâd, one-time servants of Rulke, who have

         taken Shazmak and slaughtered the Aachim there. She lies, blaming Karan for this treachery.

      


      Karan is sentenced to death, while the Mirror is given to Thyllan to use in the defense of Thurkad. Seizing the moment, Faelamor

         calls forth Maigraith, and Tensor knows by her eyes that she is descended from the hated Charon. He breaks and uses a forbidden

         potency, or mind-blasting spell, that lays the whole Conclave low. Only Llian the Zain is unaffected. Thinking Karan dead, in grief

         and fury he attacks Tensor but is easily captured. Tensor sees a use for someone who is immune to the potency. He flees with

         Llian and the Mirror.

      


      Volume 2
THE TOWER ON THE RIFT


      Mendark and Tallia wake in the ruins of the Conclave. Tensor and Llian have disappeared, and Karan too. Mendark takes over

         the hopeless defense of the city but Thurkad soon falls. He flees with his little company: a few guards, Tallia and Lilis,

         then finds that his boat has been captured. They are forced to take refuge with the Hlune, a strange subculture that has made the vast, ancient wharf city of Thurkad their own. Tallia eventually hires Pender’s boat

         and after a series of pursuits, escapes and mishaps they reach Zile, an old, declining city famous for its Great Library.

         The librarian, Nadiril, is a capricious old man who has the knowledge of the world at his fingertips. Nadiril takes Lilis as his apprentice but

         cannot suggest where Tensor may have taken refuge.

      


      Tensor drags Llian through bloody war to a hideout where a small band of the Aachim wait for him, including Malien, his one-time consort. Tensor tells the terrible news about the destruction of Shazmak and the climax of the Conclave, but

         when he admits that he violated the Conclave with a forbidden potency the Aachim are outraged at his dishonor.

      


      In the uproar Llian tries to get away but is speared in the side. The Aachim flee, taking Llian with them. They are hunted

         for weeks by Yggur’s Whelm. They flee north, escaping many traps, and some among them would kill Llian, the treacherous Zain

         as they see him, but Tensor has a purpose for him. Llian, grieving for the loss of Karan and plagued by dreams of death and

         doom, is slow to recover. He often talks to Malien, who is disturbed by his dreams. Finally they are joined by other Aachim,

         refugees from ruined Shazmak. Their tales drive Tensor into a frenzy of hate and bitterness.

      


      Maigraith and Faelamor are also laid low by Tensor’s potency. Maigraith recovers, but Faelamor has lost her powers and sinks

         into despair. Thurkad is now controlled by Yggur and there is no way of escape. Maigraith has only one recourse—she goes to

         Yggur. Their meeting is tense, for neither has been able to forget the other and each is afraid of rejection. However, in

         time they become lovers.

      


      Karan wakes from pain, nightmares and madness to find herself in a dingy room with a stranger. At first she barely knows who

         she is, and can remember only fragments of the past weeks. The stranger turns out to be Shand, who rescued her from the Conclave.

         She does not know why.

      


      Karan is devastated to find that Llian has disappeared. As Thurkad capitulates, Shand leaves her in the wharf city, a place

         that she has a horror of, while he goes to find help. She is put to work at a disgusting and painful job—cleaning jellyfish

         and packing them in barrels. Finally Shand returns and they go across the sea.

      


      Shand reveals that he knew Karan’s father long ago, which is why he rescued her. They travel on, having adventures alternately

         comical, palpitating and gruesome, and eventually come to a cliff as tall as a mountain, below which is a vast emptiness,

         the Dry Sea, that was once the magnificent Sea of Perion.

      


      Karan senses that Llian is out there somewhere. Throughout the salt plains there are tall mountains, once islands in the sea,

         and the largest of them, Katazza, was the seat of the fabulous empire of Kandor, one of the three Charon who came to Santhenar for the flute. The empire was destroyed when the sea dried up, but the fortress

         of Katazza remains.

      


      Karan senses that Llian has been taken there. Shand agrees to accompany her, but it is not a journey to be taken lightly.

         They set out across the salt, a terrible journey, pursued by bounty hunters and attacked by venomous desert creatures. There

         is never enough water and at the end, deadly volcanic country to cross before they get to Katazza. There they are stuck, too

         weak to tackle the great cliffs.

      


      Much earlier, the Aachim also go down onto the Dry Sea. They cross the sea quickly and climb the cliffs and mountains of Katazza

         to reach Kandor’s fortress. Tensor begins his great project, to find within the Mirror the way of making gates from one place

         to another. He plans to open the Night-land, Rulke’s prison of a thousand years, and have his revenge.

      


      For a long time Tensor makes no progress, the memories of the Mirror being locked, then one day finds a way in. Only when

         he begins to make his gate do the Aachim realize what his real plan is. They try to stop him but Tensor seizes Llian, locks

         the Aachim out of the tower and continues with his work. Soon the gate is ready for its first test.

      


      Back in Zile, Tallia has worked out what Tensor’s destination must be. Mendark, his guard Osseion, and Tallia set off. After crossing the Dry Sea, to their astonishment they come across recent tracks at the base of Katazza.

         After a scuffle in the dark they realize that they have found Karan and Shand. Together they climb the cliffs and at the top

         are met by a deputation of the Aachim.

      


      Mendark agrees to help them against Tensor. Karan is interested in only one thing, that Llian is here, and races off to find

         him. Unfortunately they can only communicate through a slit in the wall.

      


      Tensor tests his gate but it goes astray, for he has used the Mirror to see the destination. It was often called the Twisted

         Mirror—a deceitful, treacherous thing. Karan, afraid for Llian, climbs the tower, a terrifying ordeal that she barely survives.

         Soon after that, Tensor seizes Llian, who is immune to the potency, as a defense against Rulke. Then he opens the gate.

      


      In Thurkad, Faelamor recovers her powers and warns Yggur that Tensor has made a gate, risking their ruin. Yggur manages to

         draw the gate away from the Nightland to Thurkad, though when it opens he dares not enter. Faelamor curses him for a coward

         and a fool and leaps into the gate. Later Yggur follows her, leaving Maigraith behind.

      


      In Katazza, Tensor expects Rulke to come through the gate but Faelamor appears instead. She confuses him with illusion, seizes

         the Mirror and hides. Yggur appears. Shortly after, the gate begins working of its own accord. Tensor seizes Llian, preparing

         to blast his enemy, Rulke. Karan knows Llian won’t survive the confrontation. She hurls a block of rubble in Tensor’s face

         and Llian gets away. Then Rulke leaps out of the gate, terrible in his power and majesty, and the potency fizzles into nothing.

      


      Rulke attacks his enemies one by one. First Yggur, then Tensor, whom he cripples. Faelamor, having found what she wanted in

         the Mirror, flees back through the gate. The Aachim are broken; Mendark is afraid to act by himself. Finally Rulke turns to

         Karan and realizes that she is the one whose link he used to wake the Ghâshâd. He needs her for his own project. He advances

         on Karan. With no other resort, she flings herself through the gate, dragging Llian after her.

      


      Mendark now sees an opportunity, reaches into Yggur’s mind and frees him from Rulke’s possession of long ago. The tide begins

         to turn; the allies realize that together they can defeat Rulke, if they have the courage. They attack. Rulke flees to the

         top of the tower. There they corner him and hurl him out, but he curses them with a foretelling—that when the dark side of

         the moon is full in hythe (mid-winter’s day) he will return and Santh will be his.

      


      Shand replies with a riddle, ‘Fear the thrice born, but beware the thrice betrayed’, then Rulke vanishes. Finally Shand takes

         the Mirror, ‘in memory of the one whose birthright it was’, though no one knows what he means.
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 THE STORM


      An untuned horn moaned the midnight hour. Maigraith tossed in her steamy bed, her skin on fire with prickly heat. The humid

         air sweated beads of moisture onto every surface. Two sweltering days had passed, two hot and sticky Thurkad nights since

         Faelamor had gone through the gate, disguised as Vartila, and one night since Yggur followed her. Neither had returned.

      


      The storm began with a sudden shrieking gust of wind that rattled the windows of Yggur’s fortress, an ancient structure whose

         black stonework brooded over the skyline of the city. The wind withdrew; for a moment there was silence. Without warning a

         flash of white lightning lit up Maigraith’s room as stark and bright as midday. A shattering roar of thunder followed. The

         calm that sighed into the sound vacuum was eerie.

      


      Leaping out of bed Maigraith ran to a window. A storm was approaching the like of which she had never seen. Bolt after bolt

         of lightning jagged down, the flashes moving slowly along the hills from the west end to the east. Thunder beat against the

         great building—measured beats. See what is coming to Thurkad, the pulses said to her. Fear it!

      


      No longer could she bear her confining room with its stifling heat and prison-cell windows. The storm called her out. Maigraith

         flung on a gown, donned glasses that concealed the color of her eyes and ran up the stairs to the tower at the eastern end

         of the fortress. There, protected by a dome standing on six squat columns of soot-stained stone, she leaned on the marble

         rail and peered out.

      


      A fitful moon shone through tormented clouds that belched up into towers of black and cream, illuminated from within by lightning

         that lit up the whole of the city. The billowing stacks were just as quickly rent apart again. Clouds racing nowhere, everywhere!

         Her scalp began to crawl. The storm was swirling toward one place: the center of Thurkad, Yggur’s fortress, the tower in which

         she stood.

      


      The wind flung itself at the tower from the north, then the east, then the south, one minute dying to a whisper so that the

         humidity choked her, the next screaming at her from the opposite direction. Maigraith had to twine her fingers in the twisted

         iron below the rail to avoid being blown out into the night. Roof slates were whirled across the sky like papers before the

         wind. Chimneys began to topple all around, their long flat bricks streaming onto the close-packed roofs. Now whole roofs were

         torn up, slates, battens and all, and driven across the city flapping like paper birds. Like paper birds they were crumpled

         by the gale and tossed into the harbor.

      


      Clouds shut out the moon. It grew calm. An uncanny dark descended, broken every few seconds by a diffuse incandescence, the

         internal lightning revealing each thunderhead’s milky intestines. But the thunder was muffled now, hiding something.

      


      A scrap of paper spiraled up toward the top of the dome, though there was no wind. Maigraith could feel her hair being drawn

         up too, glowing and crackling.

      


      From the angry clouds above came a pulse of light, so close that she could feel the heat. Now a double pulse, blinding, blending

         into a third, the city cast in black and white as if made of lead and plaster. Lightning arched down all around, making an

         umbrella of light over the tower. The wind shrieked again, wrenching a copper sheet off the dome. Twisted into a knot, it

         drifted away out of sight. A massive bolt struck the roof, sending sparks and glowing droplets of copper in all directions.

         The thunder became a cacophony, a roaring, thundering, smashing brutality. Maigraith was lifted and flung onto the floor,

         wrenching her knee. She lay there for a long moment, afraid to look.

      


      A hot metal stench blew across her face. Opening her eyes, Maigraith saw a river of molten copper running across the floor,

         dividing into two streams to surround her. As she sprang up her knee collapsed and she had to hop to safety. A fire was burning

         in fallen timber on the far side of the space. More than half the leaves of the dome were gone, leaving her vantage open to

         the blistered sky.

      


      At the top of the stair a crowd of people stood. Even before the lightning flashed she knew that they were Whelm. They had

         not all broken their oath to Yggur; near half had remained behind when the others rebelled and, as Ghâshâd, turned Shazmak

         into bloody ruin. Why did they stay faithful to a master that they held in contempt? She did not know. Why had Yggur kept

         them after the rest had turned their coats? She had no idea of that either. Now they went down on their knees and their thin

         arms reached out and up. But to what?

      


      The first fat drops wobbled down, then the air was thick with rain, teeming down so heavily that within minutes the floor

         was awash, dammed by rubble and timber in the doorway. As the lightning flashed behind her the air became alive with rainbow

         colors. Forward her gaze went, to where the remaining leaves of the cupola had been wrenched up to form an arching hood that

         swayed in the wind. A waterfall cascaded off it.

      


      Lightning struck again with a simultaneous battering of thunder. She hardly heard it, her ears still ringing from the previous

         blast. The flash burned her eyes. Maigraith was saturated, the drops flung so hard that they stung her scalp, her arms, her

         bare feet. She was cold as well, for her only garment was the thinnest of shifts. Every hair on her body stood erect with

         an icy dread. Shivers began at the top of her head and slowly pulsed their way down her back. She rubbed her eyes; opened

         them.

      


      Sight slowly returned. Standing massive and terrible before her, beneath that hood so that no rain fell on him, though it

         smoked about his black-booted, wide-spread legs; dark-bearded; dark mane rippling behind, arms folded across his massive chest,

         sparks of carmine in his indigo eyes, a look of wild exultation on his face, stood a man that she knew at once—Rulke!

      


      Maigraith was paralyzed with terror and longing. He was free! This was the moment that Santhenar had dreaded for a thousand

         years. Tensor had failed, and Yggur too. Rulke was here, proud and terrible. Her fear of him was as black as hatred, for so she had been brought up. Yet she was drawn to him too.

         Surely he was not plagued by the doubts that paralyzed her. What could it mean, his presence here? Had he broken his enemies already?

         If so, where did her duty lie now? Always a follower, she was not used to such thinking.

      


      From the Whelm came a groan of ecstasy and a young woman leapt forth. Going down on her knees in the water, she threw out

         her arms toward Rulke. At the same time Maigraith caught sight of a movement on the other side of the space. A lean, hatchet-nosed

         figure squatted there, watching. It was Vartila, and she had her mouth open, staring at Rulke not in adulation, as the other

         Whelm did, but in puzzlement. As if she could not understand why he had such a hold over them.

      


      The Whelm gave forth a low, ululating cry. Maigraith knew what was going to happen. They would swear allegiance to Rulke,

         become his Ghâshâd just as the other Whelm had done last winter.

      


      Rulke turned toward them and spoke in power and majesty. The lightning flashed behind his back, swelling him to the size of

         his shadow.

      


      “Faithful ones!” his voice boomed above the thunder. “Know that Rulke prizes loyalty above all other virtues. Soon you will

         have your reward. None has earned it by harder labor, or longer service.”

      


      That is a lie, thought Maigraith, shivering. The Great Betrayer, the world calls you. The most treacherous man ever to walk

         Santhenar. Yet everything about him was magnificent—the powerful body, the intelligent eyes, the sensuous mouth, the confidence

         that oozed out of him. She could not believe ill of him.

      


      He stretched out his arms like a father to his children, and his voice was nectar. “Come to me, my Ghâshâd. I have been prisoner

         for a thousand years. There is much I need to know, and so little time. Tell me about my enemies.”

      


      They gathered around Rulke like the petals of a flower, speaking around the circle one after another, never interrupting.

         Maigraith could see their dark eyes shining, the pupils contracted to vertical black slits. After a long time the petals unwound

         to form a ring around him.

      


      “One more service you must do me,” he said, and now his voice was hoarse, the strain telling on him. To Maigraith it was a

         sign of his humanity.

      


      “Name it, master!” cried an extremely gaunt Whelm with oily-gray, shifting eyes and one shoulder hanging lower than the other.

         “My name is Japhit. Command me!”

      


      “Go forth, Japhit, make a show of my strength. Show the power of Rulke to all Meldorin. Let none doubt who is master now.”


      “We will do it!” said Japhit. His voice was a gritty rasp, the sound of a saw grinding against sandstone. “And Thurkad?”


      Rulke frowned. “Thurkad?”


      “Yggur has disappeared; the people are rebellious.”


      “Then restore order!” cried Rulke, his voice cracking. “Bring the Ghâshâd forth from Shazmak. My warrant I give to you, none

         other. Do not fail me!”

      


      Japhit seemed to glow. “I will not fail, master,” he said, his scratchy voice pale beside Rulke’s. “You have done me honor.”


      Rulke began to fade. “Master!” shouted the young woman Maigraith had noticed earlier. She was trembling now with emotion,

         with yearning for her master. Her black hair was hacked into ragged clumps, yet she was an appealing woman, as Whelm go.

      


      Rulke did not see her. He was barely more than a luminous outline now. “Master!” she screamed. Desperate to be noticed, she thrust out her breasts at him. Parting gray lips, she moaned deep in her throat.

      


      As if he would want you, Maigraith thought, and knew at once how mean that thought was, and how true.

      


      Rulke reappeared but the exultation was gone; now he was weary and imperious. He stared at the woman. “Why do you call me

         back? I have many burdens and little time left. Do as you are commanded!”

      


      “Master, my name is Yetchah,” she cried, wringing her thin hands. Looking frantically around, her eyes settled on Maigraith.

         “This one has power, lord. What shall we do with her?”

      


      Rulke peered through the misty dark toward Maigraith’s hide. He saw a slender woman with rich brown hair, skin as smooth as

         honey dripping from a comb, a long beautiful face, though often downcast, and the most remarkable eyes in the world. They

         could be indigo or carmine, or both, depending on her mood and on the light. But the world feared her eyes, and she had been

         taught to hide the color with special glasses.

      


      Maigraith crouched down in the rain, water streaming down her face. She did not want him to see her like this. Sodden, downcast,

         she knew she looked a dispirited lump. And Maigraith, a modest woman, was conscious that her wet shift concealed nothing.

      


      He strode toward her and cold vapor smoked where each boot touched. Examining her from head to toe, he put his hand beneath

         her chin and drew her to her feet. His hand was hot though the touch was as light as gossamer. He was hardly there, she realized.

         A breeze glued the shift to her breasts and belly. His scrutiny was unbearable, but she would not be dominated by him; by

         anyone. She threw back her shoulders, tossed her head and met him eye to eye.

      


      Rulke seemed shocked by her courage. Then a smile broke across his achingly handsome face. “Who are you?” he rumbled.

      


      “I am Maigraith,” she replied. “I was Faelamor’s lieutenant, once.”


      “You lowered yourself,” he said enigmatically. “There is something about you—” He stooped to pluck off her glasses, to look

         into her eyes. His palms and fingers were cruelly burnt and blistered. She felt his pain. As he touched the glasses his hand

         shook and he faded to transparency.

      


      “The spell fails already,” Rulke said to himself. With an effort he reappeared. He gave a chilly laugh. “No time! Do not harm

         her,” he said to Japhit. “Hold her until I return. Protect her with your lives.”

      


      “We will, master!” they cried as one, even a flush-faced Yetchah, though Maigraith did not like the look in her eye.


      Rulke raised his arms, gazed back at Maigraith, hesitated, then he was gone in a clap of thunder and the rain teemed down

         once more.

      


      The Whelm were all staring at her. Maigraith did not move. She was seized by such powerful emotions that momentarily she could

         not care whether they saw her naked or not. The terror of Rulke, and the longing, was a thousand times greater now.

      


      Japhit stared raptly after Rulke, as if a great truth had been revealed at last. Finally he moved, his jerky gait hardly noticeable.


      “The master ordered us to display his strength,” he rasped. “Go forth now and do so. Drive Yggur’s soldiers from this fortress!

         Turn his armies on one another. Bring chaos out of order. Take word to our brethren in Shazmak too. Know that we are Whelm

         no longer. Henceforth we go back to our first name—Ghâshâd! And Ghâshâd, know one further thing…”

      


      As Maigraith edged past he seized her by the wrist and held up her arm. “Rulke has put his sign on Maigraith. Treat her with

         courtesy; guard and protect her with your lives. She may do what she wishes, but she may not leave the fortress.”

      


      Vartila led Maigraith below to Yggur’s apartments. There she lingered by Maigraith’s side, picking up things and putting them

         down again, as if she wanted to speak but could not find the words. Finally the agony burst out.

      


      “I don’t remember him!”

      


      “I beg your pardon?” said Maigraith with disinterested politeness.


      “Did you see how they all cried him master? Was he our master once? How majestic he was! My breast aches for him. To serve such a master I would be completed at last.”

      


      “Then go and serve him,” said Maigraith irritably, desperate to be alone, hating Vartila intruding on this place, her only

         sanctuary in a pitiless world. Vartila was alien, impossible to understand.

      


      “You don’t know what it is like to be Whelm,” Vartila replied furiously. She must have been in anguish to display her feelings

         so—and to an enemy. She had tormented Maigraith in Fiz Gorgo and Maigraith had never forgotten it. “Service is everything

         to us. Life and death and love, meat and blood. Only one way can I break our vow of service to Yggur—by finding that a previous

         oath to Rulke still holds.” Tears dripped from her sunken eye pouches, but in her anguish even this shame she was oblivious

         to. “And I know it does. I know in my heart that he is the one.” Her voice rose until it became a wail. “But I don’t remember him! I am blind to my master.”

      


      “Are you age old?” Maigraith wondered.


      “I am thirty-seven, but that is irrelevant. Our oath has the force of a thousand years. My very bones should remember that

         my forefathers swore it.”

      


      What devotion the Whelm must have, thought Maigraith, to have waited for him all these centuries—dying, being born, growing

         old and dying in their turn, and yet cleaving to their duty to a master that none of this generation, or the past forty generations,

         had ever seen.

      


      “And the way he looked at you,” Vartila continued. “You of all people! It burns me. He can never be your master.”

      


      “No man can be my master,” said Maigraith, and all at once she felt weak at the knees and had to sit down. “No woman either, evermore.”

      


      “Then guard yourself well,” said Vartila, “for I remain Whelm and serve Yggur, but most of my fellows are Ghâshâd now. Rulke

         has put his mark on you; they will never let you go!” She wiped her eyes and stalked out.

      


      Maigraith felt so alone, trapped in the old fortress with her Ghâshâd guard, dreadful enemies of the Aachim. Her enemies too.


      Her room felt like a prison cell, but whenever she went out a scowling Yetchah peeled away from the door to follow. Is this

         what my life is to be like? Maigraith thought. To be shadowed wherever I go, cocooned as a prize for their master? I will

         not endure that.

      


      She pressed her nose to one of the small windowpanes, gazing at the unchained moon. It was nearly full tonight, and showing

         only the yellow side. The rugged terrain of the other side was blotched red and black, between which were seas colored a violent

         purple. The moon’s turgid rotation brought the dark side round roughly every two lunar cycles, though thankfully that only

         occasionally coincided with a full moon. The dark side was an ill-omen, but a dark full moon was a disastrous portent.

      


      Each day and each hour stretched out eternally, and for the few who had remained Whelm too, in their uneasy coexistence with

         the Ghâshâd. She could see it in their faces. They stalked the corridors of the fortress like hyenas, skittish as if they

         stood to rise or fall on what was happening far away. They too were come to crisis. And Vartila was more tense than any, going

         back and forth on her long shanks, her robes rasping together, her sandals slapping on the flags. Her skin seemed grayer than

         ever, her dog teeth sharper and longer, her face harder than agate.

      


      With the Ghâshâd patrolling outside, Maigraith was re minded of Fiz Gorgo and her previous imprisonment, of Faelamor and her

         earlier life. Life was a prison: whether of the flesh or the spirit, it hardly mattered. She had not a friend in the world.

         Karan had offered friendship and Maigraith had rejected her. Maigraith often thought about Karan, about how badly she’d treated

         her, and what Karan had suffered because of it. Whatever had happened to her? I failed her, not least in Thurkad when she

         tried to give me the Mirror and I refused it. How arrogantly I forced her to pay back her obligation to me, and yet I ignored

         my duty to her. I forced her, for a handful of silver.

      


      That thought was followed by a shocking realization—but Karan was never paid! Maigraith blushed, breast and throat and face in scarlet mortification. That she had so lectured Karan on duty, honor and

         obligation, and so failed in her own. I see my failures everywhere. I must put it right. I will!
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      A COURSE IN
LEADERSHIP


      Something crashed against the door. Maigraith jumped, thinking it was the Ghâshâd coming for her. Only days after Rulke’s apparition,

         Thyllan, who had overthrown Men-dark and set himself up as Magister before the disaster of the Great Conclave, sailed across

         the sea with an army, intent on taking the city back. A fortnight had now gone by. Thurkad was besieged and looked set to

         fall. The Ghâshâd, their subversion done, were hurrying to escape before that happened. If they took her to Shazmak she would

         never get away.

      


      And the way Rulke had looked at her. Hold her until I return, he’d said. Protect her with your lives! What did he want of her? The thought of him was frightening, yet exhilarating too. She could not work out why she was drawn

         to him, for everything she’d ever heard about Rulke had made him a monster—a violent, brutal, treacherous man. Yet that hadn’t

         matched what she’d seen in his eyes.

      


      The noise, when Maigraith went to her peephole, turned out to be someone moving a chest. She paced the room. Yggur’s empire

         was falling to pieces. How had it happened so quickly?

      


      In two bloody battles outside the city last week, all his generals and half his senior officers had been slain. The armies

         of Thurkad were now commanded by Vanhe, once the most junior of Yggur’s marshals. A stolid, unimaginative man, Vanhe was well

         out of his depth. He did not know how to deal with the seductions of sinful Thurkad, much less Thyllan’s propaganda war or

         the Ghâshâd subversion.

      


      Maigraith knew what was going to happen—bloody war for the city, street by street. The dead would be piled as high as houses.

         She remembered last winter’s war only too well, huddling in that freezing shed with just a few wormy turnips to eat. That

         reminded her of the youth who had carried her and Faelamor away from the Conclave, who had been so kind to them, only to immolate

         himself on the bodies of his slain mother and brothers. The image was wrenching. How many more orphans, as miserable as herself,

         would this war create?

      


      “I won’t let it happen again!” she said aloud.

      


      All her life Maigraith had been under the thrall of Faelamor, doing her bidding mechanically, hardly noticing the troubles

         of the world. She’d always had difficulty making decisions, for she could never believe in herself. But Faelamor had gone

         through the gate to Katazza, then Yggur. In their absence Maigraith had begun to think for herself.

      


      First she must escape. Being a master of the Secret Art, she had power enough to work the lock, or even break the door if

         she had to. But the old fortress, once Yggur’s headquarters, was now swarming with Ghâshâd. She could not beat all of them.

      


      How would Faelamor get away? Maigraith asked herself. She had often seen her liege use illusion to get herself into, or out

         of, guarded places. Faelamor had brought them both out of Fiz Gorgo unseen, but she was a master of illusion, possibly the

         greatest on the Three Worlds. Maigraith, though not unskilful, knew that she could not do the same here.

      


      She’d have to use something much stronger—perhaps a spell of transformation, though that was getting into un charted territory.

         The spell she knew was only a partial transformation—it would give her a different external form but not actually change her

         inside. A full transformation, to physically change her into someone else, was the most difficult of all spells. As far as

         she knew it had never been done successfully, though plenty had died horribly attempting it. And though she knew how to work

         a partial transformation, she had never done so.

      


      Another problem—who to transform herself into? Here, any stranger would be attacked instantly. She daren’t disguise herself

         as one of the Ghâshâd, for she did not know them well enough. The only person she did know well was Yggur.

      


      Maigraith sat up suddenly, cracking her head on the sloping ceiling. She had been his lover, so it was not improbable that

         he would come after her. But Yggur was a tall and muscular man, twice her weight. Such physical differences would be a nightmare

         to overcome.

      


      More yelling along the corridor, and the awkward slap of running Ghâshâd feet. Not much time left. Maigraith began to sketch

         Yggur in her mind, starting from the inside out. She began with what had attracted her to him in the first place—the cool

         intellect that weighed every detail before making any decision, and the pain inside him, which found an echo in her own loneliness

         and emptiness. She recalled to mind his stern but impartial justice, though that had disappeared once the occupation of Thurkad

         went wrong. Adversity weakened him—he had become mean-spirited, almost brutal to his people.

      


      She tried harder to understand him, as she must if her disguise was to succeed. His anguish at being unable to communicate

         his feelings had at first drawn him to her, until she realized that he was frozen inside. His terror of being possessed by

         Rulke again had aroused her sympathies until she saw that he wallowed in his fears rather than trying to overcome them.

      


      After their awkward attempts at coupling, the first in her life, Maigraith had almost thought she’d loved him. Then he shied

         away from her Charon eyes—lying beside her, Yggur could think of nothing but his enemy. Later, as she grew in her own strength

         he further diminished, until she began to lose respect for him. Then in a moment of desperate courage or supreme self-sacrifice,

         he had hurled himself into Tensor’s gate and disappeared.

      


      A complex man, Yggur! Hard to come to terms with; impossible to know. Maigraith still cared for him but now knew that she

         could never love him. More immediately, she felt that she understood him well enough to attempt the spell. It was a dangerous

         business, normally requiring weeks of preparation. From the sounds outside she would be lucky if she got an hour.

      


      Closing her eyes, Maigraith brought back the memory of his long scarred body lying against hers, the feel of his skin under

         her hands. His embraces had been as clumsy as her own. Concentrating on her spell of transformation, striving with all her

         intellect, a likeness began to grow around her. It hurt very much, as if her flesh and bones were being stretched to match

         his larger dimensions.

      


      When the spell was complete, Maigraith stood up. She promptly fell down again, the top-heavy man’s body over balancing her.

         The feel of those long legs was all wrong. She tried again, more carefully, supporting herself on the bed. A pain ran up her

         right leg as she moved it. It did not want to support her weight. She’d done her work too well, crippled herself as Yggur

         was crippled. No time to undo it now.

      


      The body did not suit her at all; she hated it. It was too big, too heavy and clumsy. She wanted her own slim form back, wanted

         to be rid of the mass of muscle she knew not how to use.

      


      She practiced for hours, limping across the room the way Yggur walked: the halting steps, the rigidity of the right arm, the

         weak right knee. The imitation was far from perfect—it would take ages to master him.

      


      Someone pounded up the corridor, shouting. Maigraith heard the guttural yelling of the Ghâshâd, then more running feet and

         crashing sounds. Time had run out. Panicking, she put her hands on the door plate and broke the lock. Calm down! She stuck her head around the door. Two people were hurrying along the corridor. They turned the corner. The way was clear.

      


      Tossing an illusory cape over one shoulder, Maigraith strode down the hall as confidently as Yggur at his best. With every

         movement of her right leg pain jagged up to her hip, as if the nerves were afire. At the corner she collided with a Ghâshâd

         woman. The impact almost gave her away, for the woman’s forehead struck parts of Yggur that were not really there.

      


      “Out of my way!” Maigraith snapped, knowing that she had to keep the initiative, to treat them exactly as Yggur had when they

         had been his Whelm.

      


      “What are you doing here?” growled Yetchah. She glared at Maigraith, instinctively hostile.


      “I’ve come for my woman,” Maigraith said arrogantly, already having trouble with Yggur’s deep voice. It was beyond her vocal

         cords to imitate, and she had to use a form of illusion to disguise it—never very effective with voices. “Where is Maigraith?”

      


      Yetchah let out a cry, half-heard, half-sending, that induced a spiny ball of pain behind Maigraith’s temples. The cry was

         answered and half a dozen more Ghâshâd swarmed around the corner, moving with their awkward ratcheting gait. Several were

         armed with short spears.

      


      Maigraith’s heart turned over. She’d never keep the disguise up before so many. A spasm froze her right leg solid. She tried

         to speak but the strain paralyzed one side of her face, as if she’d had a stroke. Yggur, my poor man, I begin to understand

         what life was like for you.

      


      Paradoxically, this seemed to convince them that she was Yggur; all but Yetchah, who still stared at her.

      


      “How dare you enter this place!” said a woman she had never seen before. She had a fuller form than the others, and a protruding

         belly—the only pregnant Ghâshâd Maigraith had ever seen.

      


      “Out!” cried Japhit, running up.


      Their voices merged into a muddy clamor. A thicket of spears were aimed at her chest. She froze.


      “Move aside, treacherous dogs!” she roared, putting the contempt into her voice that Yggur had always shown for his faithful

         Whelm servants. It was the first thing that had bothered her about him. “I’ve come for my own. Not all of you together can

         stop me!”

      


      “My spear in your heart will stop you,” grated Japhit, though she could see the fear in his eyes. “Go back!”


      Maigraith dared not turn her back on them. Dared not go forward either, for the spear was at her breast. Worse, she could

         feel her hold over the transformation slipping. “Where is Maigraith?” she demanded, barely keeping the squeak out of her voice.

      


      “She’s gone!” Japhit lied, evidently not wanting to force a confrontation either. “We’ve sent her to Shazmak.”


      Maigraith allowed the broad shoulders to slump. “Shazmak!” she said, putting on a dead voice. “I should blast the fortress

         down.”

      


      The Ghâshâd stared at her. Maigraith whirled and stalked away, down the long hall toward the front door.


      She did not look back—did not dare, for it would show how afraid she was. She could feel their eyes burning into her all the

         way, wondering how she had got in undetected, trying to understand what it was about her that was not quite right.

      


      “That’s not Yggur!” shouted Yetchah.


      A ghastly pain spread out from the marrow of her leg bones, a series of contractions. The spell had failed; she was shrinking

         back. The floor went out of focus; she felt herself toppling. By an effort of will she recovered, suddenly closer to the ground.

      


      “It’s Maigraith!” shrieked Yetchah. “Stop her!”


      Maigraith broke into a staggering run, trying to get used to her own body again. Her legs hurt as much as Yggur’s had. The

         best she could manage was a lurching jog.

      


      Ahead was the guard post and the front door. Two Ghâshâd stood there, blocking the way with their spears. Another group came

         racing up to the right. Even the ones behind were moving faster than she could.

      


      Had she been fit, Maigraith might have used the Secret Art to blast them down, but now she couldn’t have blown a gnat out

         of the air. Then, to her left she saw a series of narrow windows. She clawed her way up onto the sill, kicked out the lead-framed

         panes and fell through, not knowing whether it was one span to the ground, or ten.

      


      It was far enough to bruise her from hip to shoulder. Japhit appeared at the window, but was too big to get through. Maigraith

         limped up the street, out of Ghâshâd-controlled territory toward the safety of the military headquarters.

      


      That was only a few blocks, but she was half-dead before she reached it and an angry swarm of Ghâshâd were overhauling her

         two strides to one.

      


      “Help!” she croaked, still a long dash from the gate.


      Neither of the guards at the gate post looked up. “Codgie’s offering three-to-one on Squeaker,” she heard clearly, “but I

         think I’ll go for Old One-Tooth again.” They were discussing the mid-week rat races!

      


      “Help!” Maigraith cried despairingly. They ignored her. Then, like a miracle, in the yard beyond the gate she saw a familiar

         squat officer addressing a parade. “Vanhe!” she screamed.

      


      Good soldier that he was, Vanhe reacted instantly. He pounded through the gate, the squad just behind him. Vanhe snatched

         Maigraith out from under the nose of Japhit and threw her over his shoulder like a roll of carpet.

      


      The soldiers formed a phalanx before the gate, others running up to support them. The Ghâshâd froze. Maigraith saw their staring

         eyes on her. Rulke had ordered them to hold her and they had failed. For a moment it seemed they were going to hurl themselves

         onto the spears in their desperation to take her back. One man broke free, attempting to do just that, but another tackled

         him right in front of the soldiers. They faced each other. Maigraith could feel them calling her, their cries tap-tapping

         at her skull like a chisel-bird after wood grubs.

      


      Yetchah stood at the very front, panting. Hate glittered in her dark eyes. She would have disobeyed Rulke’s command right

         there, had she been able to get to Maigraith.

      


      Reinforcements began to pour through the gate. Japhit took Yetchah’s arm. “Come!” he said. “There will be another time!”


      The Ghâshâd were shamed and humiliated. Maigraith knew that they would do everything in their power to get her back, to make

         up for this disgrace.

      


      Her legs hurt for days after, and the narrow escape made Maigraith realize how unfit she was, mentally and physically. Since

         taking up with Yggur she had been coasting. Having through her life been accustomed to rigid discipline and unending toil

         both mental and physical, she began an old regimen to get fit again.

      


      This involved grueling exercise interspersed with periods of meditation. At the same time she set herself to solve an abstract

         problem involving both a chain of logic and leaps of intuition, while improvising a complex chant. In her youth Maigraith

         had taken refuge in these rituals, exercises and problems, and they helped her now.

      


      About a week after her escape, there came a gentle knock at her door. She knew who it was—a messenger boy, a cheerful little

         fellow called Bindy, with a round face framed by dark curls. He came every day, always with the same question.

      


      “What is it, Bindy?” she said.


      He gave her an angelic smile. “Marshal Vanhe sent me. He wonders if you’ve heard news of Lord Yggur today?”


      Vanhe grew more anxious every day. Maigraith gathered that the war was going badly. “I’m afraid not,” she said.


      The boy’s face fell. “The marshal will be—”


      “What’s the matter?” She stooped to his level. “Will you be in trouble?”


      “Of course not,” said Bindy. “But yesterday, when no one was there, he was tearing his hairs out. I’m afraid we’re losing

         the war. My poor mother cries every night. Since father was killed—”

      


      “How did he die?” she asked gently.


      “In the first war, last winter. I have three little sisters, and mother can’t earn enough to keep us. If it wasn’t for the

         money I earn we’d starve.”

      


      “How much does a messenger boy earn?” she asked him, touched.


      “Two whole grints a week!” he said proudly. “And my meals and uniform. And when I grow up I’m going to be an officer in the

         army. I must report to Marshal Vanhe.” Swelling his thin chest, he ran off.

      


      Maigraith went back to her exercises, still thinking about the boy. An hour later she was in the final, or nih phase, that involved a dance of martial movements, now faster than the eye, now with a dreamlike slowness, almost a parody

         of a ballet, and her chanting was pulselike, a counterpoint to the dance. Suddenly she felt watched. The solution to the problem

         that she was working on slipped from her mind. The nih ended discordantly.

      


      She opened her eyes, panting, and saw Vanhe there. He was short, only her own height, thick-bodied with a square jaw and a

         hard skull. Not a kind man, according to rumor, nor a cruel one either. Subverted by the Ghâshâd the other armies were falling

         apart, but his troops had stayed loyal. Startled, she gestured to a chair and offered tea.

      


      “Thank you,” he said, though his look said he would rather get straight to the point. His problems were pressing. With the

         war at Thurkad’s gates, with no news of Yggur and the violent appearance of a host of Ghâshâd, events were beyond his control.

         Yggur had been the leader in every respect. Vanhe was adrift and not a little afraid. “Your exercises look… challenging,”

         he said.

      


    “They are! When I began this regimen many years ago, I set out to solve the Forty-Nine Chrighms of Calliat. I work at these

         enigmas and paradoxes while I do my exercises.”

      


      Vanhe said nothing for quite a while. When he spoke it was in a rather subdued voice. “And how far have you proceeded? Are

         there any solutions?”

      


      There was no trace of pride or even self-satisfaction in her voice. “Of the Forty-Nine, I have solutions for twenty-seven.

         Six more are nested—that is to say, they cannot be solved until all the others on which they depend have been solved. The

         seventh nest rests on the whole—it awaits the resolution of the other forty-eight. Two are improperly formulated, apparently

         an error of Calliat or her disciples, and must be restated. I have not done that yet. One is a nonsense—I cannot understand

         it at all. The remainder I have not tried.” Her brow wrinkled as if she might even attempt a solution now.

      


      Vanhe’s jaw dropped. What she had just said was impossible. Of the Forty-Nine, only one had ever been solved. It had taken

         a team of scholars a year, and even now their solution was disputed. But he did not doubt her.

      


      Suddenly Vanhe sprang out of his chair, staring at her with the look of a man who had just found the way out of a desperate

         situation.

      


      “What is it?” she said, rising as well.


      “I think I may have the answer to my problem,” he said. ‘Tell me, have you had any news of Yggur?”


      “Nothing,” she replied, wiping the sheen from her forehead with a silken rag. “What problem are you talking about? The war?”


      “Yes! Thyllan outnumbers us greatly—”


      Again he inspected her. She felt irritated. What did this rigid old soldier, with a face as hard and square and red as a brick,

         want from her?

      


      The brick softened a little. “You were good for Yggur.”


      Maigraith laughed ironically. “Good in parts, bad in parts, like the famous egg.”


      “I sometimes wish I’d not given my whole life to the army,” Vanhe reflected. “What sadder thing is there than an old soldier?

         Still, I chose, and I have seen many things. To business!” He gave a sketch of the situation. It was grim. “We’re losing the

         war. Lost it, I should say. Of our five armies, all but my own, the First, have been undermined by the Ghâshâd. I don’t have

         enough troops to defend the city.”

      


      “What do you require of me, Marshal Vanhe?”


      He swallowed, losing control for a moment. The man was afraid. “Maigraith—”


      “Yes?” she snapped. The situation must be disastrous, for him to show it.


      Vanhe mastered himself. “You have surprised me.” He hesitated.


      “What?” she said anxiously. “What do you want?”


      “I can’t stand up to Thyllan. He knows it, and I know it, and so do my troops. If I try, the army will be annihilated and

         Thurkad ruined! Will you be our commander until Yggur returns… or otherwise?”

      


      Maigraith was completely taken aback. “You jest, sir marshal!”


      “Indeed I do not,” said Vanhe steadily.


      “I know nothing of leadership or armies.”


      “I’m not talking about war. We need a strong leader to negotiate our surrender.”


      Surrender! Suddenly Maigraith felt very afraid.


      “I cannot do it, nor any of my officers. If Thyllan invades the city it will be bloody! You are clever, you are a thinker.

         You have power; you are Yggur’s…”

      


      Don’t say woman, or concubine, or any vulgar soldier’s term, Maigraith thought, or you will undo your case.


      “You are Yggur’s partner,” said Vanhe. “His equal.”


      “But I do not know how to command… I shrink from dominating.”


      “I have spies and advisers aplenty. I need someone who looks a leader.”


      “You want a figurehead,” said Maigraith, feeling depressed. The man was as bad as Faelamor. “A puppet!”


      “I’m desperate, Maigraith. The city will fall within days.”


      “What can I do that you can’t?”


      “Thyllan is a mancer of some skill, and so are you. I’m just a soldier. I can never match him, but you can. Make him think

         we’re still strong, then negotiate favorable terms for our surrender.”

      


      “I can’t,” she said weakly.


      “You held Yggur for hours back in Fiz Gorgo. No one else has ever done such a thing.” He seized her hand. “I’m begging you.

         Will you take it on?”

      


      Maigraith took up the teapot, laughing nervously. It was empty. Seizing the excuse, she hurried out to the kitchen for hot

         water. She had always been tormented by self-doubt, had come to adulthood believing that she was of little worth, that whatever

         task she undertook would be badly discharged. Faelamor had never been satisfied. This offer was incomprehensible.

      


      On returning, Maigraith realized that the marshal was still waiting, and she had laughed at his offer. Perhaps she had insulted

         him. She could never understand the protocols, the manners of these people. She squirmed under his gaze.

      


      “I did not mean…” she began, but he dismissed her apologies with an inclination of his head. She tried again. “I’m not even

         master of myself. How can you ask it of me?”

      


      “You do not want power,” observed Vanhe. “That is a good start.” He repeated his earlier arguments. “We need strength—you

         are strong! We need wit and guile; you have these things. And to escape a brigade of Ghâshâd the other day… My whole army

         is in awe of you.”

      


      Maigraith was afraid. Afraid of daring; afraid of failing. “You need me?” she murmured.

      


      “Only you can do it,” said Vanhe. “If you dare not, Yggur’s empire will fail. It does already, for all our efforts. Would you give

         it away?”

      


      “I don’t care for empires,” she said quietly.


      “Do you care for people? If we fight over Thurkad there will be bloodshed not seen here for a thousand years. Do you want

         that?”

      


      “I do not,” she said, almost inaudibly. “But I am incomplete; insufficient.”


      “I did not say that you were the best we could hope for,” said Vanhe bluntly. “Plainly you are not! But you are the best we

         have.” Then he hit upon a winning formula, the only words that would do. “Do you not see a duty here? Surely, having made

         this alliance with Yggur, there is a duty that comes with it. Will you not take it up?”

      


      Duty! She hardly heard the rest. How often had that obligation beaten upon her brow. The very word made her withdraw into herself,

         so that she could not question, once it was put upon her. Why had it been her duty to serve Faelamor and obey her will? She scarcely knew. It was, and she did. Somehow with her alliance with Yggur, duty to Faelamor had failed. Now a new one was forced upon her. All the joy had gone

         out of the day.

      


      “I will do my duty,” she said. “What would you have me do?”


      Maigraith sat at the head of the war table, awaiting her first test with an empty feeling in her stomach. Thyllan had come

         into Thurkad to parley, though not to bargain. His strength was overwhelming.

      


      Vanhe was on her right; the other senior officers on either side. A remnant of the Council and the Assembly were here too,

         a ragged lot. Time passed. Thyllan was late.

      


      “Bindy,” said Vanhe to the messenger boy, “slip outside, run down the street and watch for Thyllan. Keep an eye out for any

         funny business.”

      


      Beaming, Bindy ran out. “The boy loves to feel useful,” grunted Vanhe. “He’ll make a good soldier one day.”


      Maigraith’s skin prickled. “Now, Maigraith,” said Vanhe, “remember what I said earlier. You must look the part. You must steel

         yourself to power and to command.”

      


      “I have never held power. I don’t know how.”


      “Try! You cannot appear to be a puppet.”


      “But I am a puppet—a mouthpiece for your orders.”


      He ignored that. “You must learn domination, or appear to have it. No soldier of mine has the discipline or the capability

         to do what I saw you do yesterday. Just take this as a fiftieth of your puzzles, which you must also solve. But first: Listen!

         Question! Think! Decide! And when you decide, know that you are right. Let the will burn within you like a flame. And then enforce your will!”

      


      So here she was, maintaining an outward, regal self. In this she was helped by her striking if chill beauty, her stern demeanor

         and her reputation. Maigraith was little known but the subject of much rumor, from her first appearance at the Conclave to

         her reappearance as Yggur’s consort. Rumor held that she was a woman of terrible power.

      


      Save for Vanhe himself, the officers were sullen, afraid, and in one case openly insubordinate; but they would follow if she

         could prove her strength. The governing Assembly had always been puppets—they were of no account but to fill up the empty

         seats. The Council likewise, except for saggy old Hennia, a Zain who had betrayed Mendark’s ragtag group at the fall of Thurkad.

      


      “Thyllan is quick-witted, bold, fearless, aggressive,” said Vanhe. “A confirmed opportunist. Don’t trust him an ell, even

         though he comes under a flag of truce. If he knew how weak we are he wouldn’t be here at all. The best we can hope for is

         to exact a few concessions in exchange for our surrender.”

      


      “I still don’t know what you want me to do.”


      “Look confident, and when it comes to negotiation, consult your advisers and give ground grudgingly. We may yet escape with

         our lives, and Thurkad intact. Drat that Bindy—why has he been so long?”

      


      At that moment the iron-bound doors were pressed open. A standard-bearer appeared, holding high a blue truce-flag. Marching

         up the room he slammed the pole into a socket at the head of the table. The flag hung limply, as if ashamed.

      


      “All rise for Lord Thyllan,” the standard-bearer thundered.


      A tall, red-faced, scarred man stood in the doorway, waiting until every eye was on him. Tossing back his cape, he strode

         to the empty chair. A smaller man followed, gliding across the floor as on oiled castors. He was beautifully dressed, his

         black close-cropped hair gleamed with oil and his long mustachioes were waxed and coiled at the ends.

      


      “Berenet!” said Vanhe in her ear. “He was once Men-dark’s lieutenant, and being groomed to succeed him, but they fell out

         as Mendark fled Thurkad. Watch him—he’s smarter than Thyllan, and almost as cunning.”

      


      Berenet sat down at Thyllan’s right hand. Thyllan stood, twirling the skirts of the mancer’s robes he affected. Further down

         the table, Hennia kept shifting her dumpy body in her seat, her eyes darting from Maigraith to Thyllan and back again. Maigraith

         knew her only by reputation—a brilliant woman for all her appearance, but as unsteady as quicksand. Her support could only

         be relied on when it was not needed.

      


      “Listen to me, all as one!” Thyllan had a booming voice. He played at being an orator, though he lacked the subtlety for it.

         “I speak as Magister, with the authority of the Council and the Assembly. The old fool Mendark is gone, the upstart usurper

         fled too, terrified of these Ghâshâd that he liberated but could not control. There is only one authority now—mine!”

      


      He strode the length of the table, staring into the eyes of each of them. Maigraith was astounded at his arrogance. His forces

         had fallen like cornstalks before the march of Yggur. But then, Yggur was not here anymore.

      


      “Your army is a rabble, Vanhe,” Thyllan roared in his face. “Surrender the city and you will be spared! None of us want this

         war.” He thumped away again, thrusting his face at each of them, all the way down.

      


      You’re a strutting liar, she thought. This is a charade so you can play the general. “Is he speaking truth?” she said out

         of the corner of her mouth to Vanhe.

      


      “I doubt it! The only prisoners he takes are those worth ransoming.”


      The hairs on the back of her neck stirred. If he would not spare a humble foot-soldier, what chance did they have? She felt

         panicky.

      


      “We are not leaderless, Thyllan,” said Vanhe as steadily as he could. “Maigraith was nominated by Yggur before he… went away.

         Our expectation is that he will soon return. Until that time we follow her.”

      


      Thyllan was taken aback. His darting gaze weighed her up. Then he laughed, a harsh braying that echoed in the bare room. Maigraith

         trembled. The explanation was hollow, else she would have taken charge weeks ago, before the war was lost.

      


      “We did not fear Yggur in his strength,” he boasted. “Why would we listen to the slut he abandoned when he fled? Let go the

         strings, Vanhe. Your puppet is a rag woman, and you so gutless that you cower in her knickers.”

      


      A different approach might have undone Maigraith but insults never would, for she’d had worse from Faelamor the whole of her

         life.

      


      “What is your answer?” cried Thyllan. He rasped his sword out of its scabbard. No one spoke. “Would an example help you to

         make up your minds?”

      


      Vanhe signaled frantically but Maigraith could not think what to do. How could she negotiate with this monster? As she agonized,

         Bindy slipped through the door. “Marshal!” he cried, sliding between the guards to dart up the room. “Treachery! The enemy—”

      


      He was only half way when Thyllan stepped out in his path.


      Maigraith sprang to her feet but she was too far away. “Bindy!” she screamed. “Go back!”


      Bindy froze, staring up at the scar-faced man. “The enemy—” he repeated.


      “Stay where you are, boy,” grated Thyllan.


      Bindy trembled as the big man stalked toward him. He wanted to run but was too afraid. Thyllan walked right up close and calmly

         thrust his sword through the boy.

      


      With a barely audible sigh, Bindy slid to the floor. Thyllan turned to the staring room. “Well?” he roared.


      Maigraith ran and took Bindy in her arms. He was in great pain. He did not cry, but his face was wrung with sadness. “My poor

         mother!” he whispered.

      


      “I will see that she is taken care of,” said Maigraith.


      Bindy gave her a brave smile, then died.


      She laid down the crumpled body. What hopes he’d had. How little it had taken to let the life out of him. Tears grew on her

         lashes. She did not try to hide them. Inside her a fire had begun to smolder. She fed it into fury.

      


      Treating Thyllan as just another problem to be solved was hard, but she did it. After all, her whole life had been discipline.

         The man was a butcher. If they surrendered he would slay them all as casually as this poor child. She had no option but to

         take him, right now. Terror almost overcame her—her life had been submission, too. How could she hope to win?

      


      She took charge of herself and in her expressionless rage she was so beautiful that it was terrifying. “The boy was my friend,”

         Maigraith said quietly. She stood up, a quite slender woman, not tall. “Thyllan, I am arresting you for murder. Yield up your

         tokens of office. You will be tried fairly.”

      


      “Murder?” he said in astonishment. “There is no murder in war!”


      “Put down your weapon.”


      “You refuse my peace offering!” he said with a grim smile. He threw up his arm, holding the stained sword high. “Then I will

         give you war until the streets flow with blood.”

      


      “Making war on children is all you’re capable of,” she spat.


      The room was in uproar. “Maigraith!” hissed Vanhe. “What are you doing?”


      “What you put me here for,” she said. “The boy is dead. Support me or we will all follow him!”


      Thyllan whistled. The double doors were flung open. A band of twenty civilians ran in, but as they came through the door they

         cast their disguises away, revealing them to be Thyllan’s elite troops.

      


      “Treachery!” Vanhe shouted, springing to his feet. It was too late; his guards were already being disarmed. “How dare you

         violate the blue flag!”

      


      “You see?” said Maigraith sadly. “Bindy was right. Thyllan planned this all along.”


      Vanhe understood, but he did not imagine she could do anything about it. Hennia the Zain half-rose to her feet, as if trying

         to make up her mind about whom to support, then sat again. The whole room stared at the soldiers, and down at the messenger

         boy. Their fate was written in the coils of blood on the floor beside him.

      


   

      3


      


      BATTLE OF WITS


      Rage was burning Maigraith up, fury for little Bindy, dead at her feet, and for all the innocents who would die for Thyllan’s

         ambition. She must bring down this monster even if she died trying. She would bring him down! But how? She was unarmed while he had twenty soldiers in the room.

      


      As she hesitated, half a dozen of his most senior officers appeared, come to witness his triumph. Somehow they must be neutralized

         too.

      


      Thyllan’s guards were disarming the people at the table. Suddenly only Vanhe was between him and her. His strategy in ruins,

         Vanhe snatched out his sword and prepared to die.

      


      Her fingers dug into his shoulder. “Fall back, marshal!” she said, and her voice was one that must be obeyed.


      “My duty is to defend my captain,” he said. “I will not go behind.” He moved to one side, but in an instant the soldiers surrounded and disarmed him.

      


      “Take her,” roared Thyllan.


      Maigraith put on her most arrogant expression. “I challenge you, Thyllan—you against me. Do you dare? Are you the equal of

         one frail woman, or must your dogs do the job for you?”

      


      His face glowed red. He darted a glance at the watching officers. He dared not lose face in front of them.


      Without a word he sprang, his sword making a blazing arc in the lamplight. Maigraith put out a slender arm toward him, jerking

         her outstretched fingers up in the universal gesture of contempt. The action looked incongruous coming from this elegantly

         attired woman, but it was more than a gesture. Thyllan’s legs tangled and he fell on his face, the sword clattering on the

         floor.

      


      There was a long silence then someone guffawed and most of the room joined in. Thyllan’s troops went rigid in outrage, though

         two of his officers were smiling. They hated him! They followed him only because he was stronger.

      


      Thyllan sprang to his feet, his mouth bloody. Every breath forced scarlet bubbles out of one nostril. Then he hesitated. Maigraith’s

         confusion had been so subtle that he could not tell if it had been power or accident. But he could not afford to be shown up. He lunged

         at her with his sword, at the same time using his Art to weaken her and make her fear him.

      


      There was strength in his sorcery, if little subtlety, and though the strength shook her, fear was the wrong weapon. Her rage

         for little Bindy burned it to ashes. She’d endured worse from Yggur in Fiz Gorgo: stronger, more cunning, more subtle and

         for longer. She brushed the attack aside with a casual flick of one wrist, and again Thyllan went flying. Once more he was

         left wondering what had happened, unsure if she had power at all, let alone what it was.

      


      Berenet shouted advice in a language Maigraith did not understand. Standing well back this time, Thyllan spoke the words of

         a different spell. It attacked her self-confidence, something she had always been short of.

      


      Maigraith froze, trapped in indecision. Thyllan was a great general, a great mancer too, one who’d overthrown Mendark himself.

         She was nothing compared to him! There was no possibility of defeating him. The whole room went still. She felt their eyes

         on her, knowing how insignificant she was. Hope ran out of her, drop by drop.

      


      Thyllan had learned his lesson. He stood with his sword upraised, weighing her up. Blood dripping off the hilt red-handed

         him. Bindy’s blood! Her rage suddenly rekindled; she laughed in his face. He flushed and she knew his weakness. He had a very

         short fuse; she must drive him beyond the point where he could control himself.

      


      “You’re a murderer, a liar and a fraud,” Maigraith said. “Your pathetic Art wouldn’t have troubled me when I was a child.”

         While speaking, she was using her own talent to reinforce her words. She turned to his officers. “Did you hear how Mendark

         humiliated Thyllan in the wharf city? How he fled like a cur?”

      


      Suddenly Thyllan snapped. “Die like a cur!” he screamed, and threw himself at her.


      Maigraith stood paralyzed for a moment, then she seemed to flicker to one side. As Thyllan went stumbling past, his sword

         spearing a long strip out of the tabletop, she smacked him contemptuously on the backside. This time all but one of his officers

         joined the laughter.

      


      Now even Thyllan’s uncouth guard began to realize that something was wrong, as Thyllan tried a new attack, a different way.

         But he had spent the best of his strength; she countered him with only a tightening of the lips. He stood before her, panting,

         beginning to feel fear.

      


      Forcing a smile, she stepped toward him. For an instant he seemed mesmerized, then he leapt backwards, crying: “Kill her!

         Kill her with arrows.”

      


      One of two archers at the door drew back his short bow. Maigraith turned her gaze on him, her carmine eyes crossed with indigo,

         and the man let fly his arrow into the ceiling. The other, a short, handsome fellow with curly brown hair, dropped his bow

         and put his foot on it. The diversion had not achieved the result Thyllan wanted, but it had made time for him. A knife appeared

         in his other hand. He flung it at her throat.

      


      Maigraith swayed away but not quickly enough. The knife went deep into her shoulder, striking the bone and wedging there,

         a silver spike rising out of red petals. The pain was intense, piercing. Even her training was not enough to ignore it. She

         gasped, losing control.

      


      Thyllan sprang at her, trying to spear her in the belly with his long sword. Maigraith threw herself to her left. The blade

         carved along her side, crimson following its path, then Thyllan slammed into her, knocking her off her feet. She fell flat

         on her back, sending a spray of bloody droplets across the floor. Grinning in triumph, he raised the sword in both hands to

         skewer her to the boards.

      


      Maigraith’s whole body was shrieking with pain and her left arm was useless. But after all, this was what her regimen had

         been for, all the years that she had been doing it. She had absolute control over the rest of her body, and her mind too.

         And she was working on his, whispering into his mind. Don’t strike yet. She’s a cunning one. Make sure of her. She drew her knees up into her belly. Come close, my enemy. Closer!

      


      The sword hesitated for a fraction of a second. Putting on a weak little whimper Maigraith rolled back onto her shoulders,

         and as Thyllan loomed over her she kicked upwards with both feet. They struck him between his legs so hard that something

         went crack. Thyllan was jerked off the ground, falling backwards with a shriek that hurt her ears.

      


      Maigraith pushed herself up. Her shoulder felt hideous but her will was stronger. Once more she smiled, showing no pain, and

         went after him. The fury so concentrated her will that he withered. Now he had no doubt that she had power, and it bettered

         his.

      


      Thyllan crouched down, clutching his violated organs. “Berenet!” he screeched.


      Who was Berenet? The memory was gone. Then, recalling Vanhe’s warning, she saw that the dandy with the mustachioes was not

         in his seat. Where was he?

      


      He came out from under the table behind her, sprang and put his knife to her throat. Maigraith choked. She had failed after

         all. Thurkad was doomed.

      


      “Shall I do it?” cried Berenet, his perfumed breath all over her.


      “Hold her,” panted Thyllan from the floor. He glanced at his officers. Some looked openly contemptuous. “I must do the deed

         with my own knife.”

      


      Lurching to his feet, Thyllan took two pained steps toward her, then froze.


      Something went Thunk! like a butcher’s cleaver. The knife flew from Berenet’s hand. Blood speckled her throat. Berenet stood up on his toes, staring

         at his hand. His thumb was missing. A razor-tipped arrow had come out of nowhere, taking the digit clean off. He could not

         comprehend how the mutilation had come about.

      


      No time to work out why, or who. Maigraith locked Thyllan’s eyes with her own. “Take back your knife,” she whispered.


      Fury almost tied him in a knot, but he was beaten. His hand reached out and with one convulsive jerk he pulled the knife from

         her shoulder, tearing the flesh open. Blood flooded her cream blouse from shoulder to wrist; another stream ran down her side.

         The knife hand quivered. Behind her Vanhe gasped, sure that Thyllan would slash her across the throat in his rage. For a moment

         even Maigraith thought that he might break her hold, but she clenched her will even tighter, his hand fell to his side and

         the knife cried out against the floor.

      


      Maigraith’s face was the color of plaster, but she must complete it. With bloody hand she tore the medals and general’s blazon

         from his breast and ground them underfoot. In his pain and humiliation, his face was almost as white as her own.

      


      “Take up your sword and break it. Submit to me, on your knees.”

      


      Her voice was harsh with strain. Even now he struggled, then suddenly Thyllan was done. Stumbling over to the dropped sword,

         he lifted it high and smashed it sideways against a column. It snapped off cleanly at the hilt. At her gesture he went down

         on one knee and held up the pieces to her, cringing, holding them up like a shield as if he expected her to strike him down.

         It was agony for him. She was making a terrible enemy if he ever rose again. She took no pleasure in it, only wanting it to

         be over.

      


      Maigraith scanned the room. The contempt of Thyllan’s officers was evident. “Who among you dares to take his place?”


      No one answered. They were mere soldiers, for all their rank, and none had the courage to pit his wits against her.


      “Go!” she said softly to Thyllan, still holding the broken sword. “Never return to Thurkad or your life is forfeit.”


      He hobbled down the room and out the door. The shocked officers and guards turned to follow but she called to them, her voice

         ringing and echoing off the hard walls.

      


      “Put down your weapons! The war is over. Thyllan is broken; neither Warlord nor Magister ever more. Any who serves him is

         outlaw. Swear to serve me; or if you still follow him, go weaponless.” She looked them in the eye, each one.

      


      Most knelt to give her their oath. Some did so willingly, in awe and respect; others out of fear or opportunism. But one or

         two put their weapons on the floor and went out quietly, including One-Thumb Berenet. Now it took every measure of her will

         to stay on her feet, though that no longer mattered. The job was done. Even had she fallen unconscious none would have thought

         the worse of her.

      


      “Come forward,” she said to the curly-haired archer who had saved her. “Who are you, and why did you betray your general?”


      “I am Torgsted,” he said, giving her a warming smile. “I am on secret duty. I never swore to Thyllan.”


      “Will you swear to me, Torgsted?” She gasped—the pain! He sprang to support her.


      “Would that I could, my lady, but I am Mendark’s man.”


      “Then go and do his work. Though we are at odds, I give you my protection until he returns.”


      Torgsted bowed and withdrew. She walked slowly back to the head of the table. Vanhe made no effort to aid her. Hennia the

         Zain, who had been up and down like a jack-in-the-box as the battle swayed first one way and then the other, was slumped in

         her chair. The whole room was stunned at the unimaginable reversal.

      


      “Your puppet walks by itself,” Maigraith said to her marshal.


      Vanhe sprang to attention. “Do the officers pledge their loyalty?” he roared. “Does the Council show its support? Does the

         Assembly subordinate itself to Maigraith?”

      


      They rose as one. “Maigraith!” they cried, and the whole room saluted her.

      


      “There will be an election for Magister. I propose that Maigraith be elected. Do any gainsay me?”


      Maigraith shook her head. “Nay, do not propose me. The office is not vacant, no matter what claims Thyllan has made. Mendark

         still holds that honor and can be removed only by death. Does this Council agree? Hennia, what say you? Do you pledge your

         loyalty, now that the end is known?”

      


      Looking sick, Hennia did so. The times had undone her. Pathologically unable to commit to one side, the constant reversals

         were driving her mad.

      


      The matter was agreed, attested with signatures, and copies distributed.


      “Nor propose me for the Assembly neither,” said Maigraith. “I hold no office willingly, but Yggur’s I will maintain until

         he returns, or otherwise.”

      


      The meeting was closed. The room gave her an ovation, then Vanhe called for an honor guard, who escorted Maigraith back to

         her chamber. Vanhe himself saw to her wounds, and his attendants to her bathing and dressing. Then she fell into bed, her

         self-assurance draining away. She should have done better, sooner.

      


      “Poor Bindy,” she said. “Why could I not have saved him?”


      “He died like a good little soldier,” said Vanhe. “That was his fate.”


      “What kind of times do we live in that children must be soldiers?” she raged uselessly, knowing Vanhe could never understand.


      Vanhe was well pleased. The desperate gamble had succeeded beyond any expectation. Even now his people were spreading the

         tale through the city and couriers galloping to the quarters of the empire.

      


      “You could not have done better save by ridding us of Thyllan. He will always be our enemy, for he has no capacity to serve,

         only to lead, pathetic failure that he is.” He turned to go.

      


      “Vanhe,” she cried. “Will you go to Bindy’s mother?”


      “That is one of my sadder duties,” he said.


      “And provide her with a pension, or employment.”


      “Of course. She will be taken care of.”


      She closed her eyes, feeling aftersickness coming on her strongly. It would be worse than ever this time.


      Two days she tossed in her delirium, prey to terrible dreams and bouts of sickness, but on the morning of the third Maigraith

         woke to find herself better again, though weak and her shoulder very sore. The last time she had slept so long was after Faelamor

         took her out of Fiz Gorgo.

      


      Vanhe appeared as soon as he heard that she was awake. “You were magnificent!” he said, the smile almost creasing his bullet

         head in half. “I’m sorry I doubted you. The tale has gone right through the city and won you a million friends, for all that

         you are a gangia, a foreigner. Thyllan has never been liked here save by renegades and opportunists.”

      


      Maigraith gave a wan smile. “Then my work is done.”


      “It’s just started! My army is solidly behind you and the Fourth will swear to you tomorrow, if you can walk far enough to

         review them. Thyllan’s forces are already breaking up—we’ll have no trouble from them now. But outside Thurkad little has

         changed and the Ghâshâd may even come down with more fury, to counter you before too many flock to your banner.”

      


      “They don’t want to counter me,” said Maigraith. “They want to take me to Shazmak, to make up for their previous failing.”


      “They’ll have trouble getting through my guard!” said Vanhe. He unrolled a map. “Now we must look to the empire, Maigraith.

         No matter how miraculous the rumors, to the rest of lagador you are just a hope that is far away. Bannador suffers cruelly.”

      


      “Poor Karan,” said Maigraith. “She loved her land dearly. I often wonder what happened to her. Well, you gave me power and

         I plan to use it. Put it about in Bannador that Karan Fyrn is my particular friend, and if necessary I will lead an army to

         liberate her country.”

      


      He looked startled. “An… interesting strategy,” Vanhe said. His voice went cold. “Though of course such campaigns require

         careful thought, not mere whimsy.”

      


      He reminds me of my place, Maigraith realized. I am to be a puppet after all. Suddenly feeling too weak to resist, she fell

         back on the pillows.

      


      “What more do you demand of me?” she whispered.


      “For the time: only to rest, gather your strength, learn the art of command and listen to our spies and advisers. We have

         much work ahead of us: pushing back the Ghâshâd, countering their deceits, rooting out their spies, re-establishing our own.

         But we are skilled at that. What we don’t know is what they will do next. How will they proceed? How can we counter them?

         These are avenues for you to consider.”

      


      “And Thyllan?”


      “He’s fled with a handful of retainers, One-Thumb among them. Thyllan is sorely humiliated, but a man of much persuasion.

         A pity you allowed him to live.”

      


      Nothing is ever good enough, she thought. Just like Faelamor. “Death is your trade, not mine,” she said sharply.


      “So it is, and I apply myself to it. Meanwhile there is a great deal for you to do if we are to wage war, in Bannador or anywhere

         else.”

      


      Maigraith said nothing. She would go to war if she had to, though what could be more terrifying than to have command of an

         army, to know that the lives of hundreds, even of thousands, rested on her whim? Worse still, that any mistake would be measured

         in lives. She did not have the strength to think about that.
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      THE VAST ABYSS


      It was a glorious spring day in Katazza, the mountainous island that once lorded it over the Sea of Perion, as Kandor had made

         the sea his backyard and commanded all the lands around in commerce and in might. But the jewel of Perion was no more, dried

         up and gone long ago, leaving an abyss choked with slabs and bergs of salt, with vicious shards of congealed lava and boiling

         sulphur springs—the Dry Sea! The surrounding countries were desert. Kandor’s empire was gone to dust. His unparalleled fortress

         city had lain empty for a thousand years, yet its astounding towers, built of plaited cables of stone faced in white and lapis,

         stood unchanged. The Dry Sea was the most watchful guardian of all.

      


      Orange sunlight streamed in through the open embrasures, catching every mote in the air like a speck of purest gold. A lovely

         afternoon breeze stirred the motes to a playful dance, a careless rapture. But inside the highest chamber of the Great Tower

         the company were spent. The conflict with Rulke had hurt them terribly, despite their apparent victory. The burst of elation

         that came when they all strove together, and seemed to overpower him, was gone. Rulke’s foretelling and his arrogant disappearance

         had put paid to that.

      


      Now aftersickness resulting from their profligacy with the Secret Art was exacting its toll. Only Shand had any life in him,

         but he felt like plunging out the window. Rulke was free! What use anything anymore?

      


      Karan and Llian were gone, lost somewhere in the gate, and the gate was dead as stone. Only Tensor could remake it, but the

         once-noble Aachim lay a twisted ruin on his stretcher. His face was swollen, his eyes mere slits staring unblinking at the

         ceiling. Every so often a shudder wracked him from head to foot.

      


      I let you down Karan, Shand thought miserably. Scanning the room, he realized how badly his companions were suffering. There

         was work to do. Maybe it would help to keep despair at bay.

      


      Yggur was stretched out on the floor, long as a pole. Lank black hair hung over his face like a kitchen rag. His complexion

         was waxen and covered in droplets of sweat, and he sucked in the air as though he could never get enough.

      


      “Selial needs help more than I do,” he panted, as Shand took his hand.


      She was crouched on the stairs outside the broken door, heaving, trying to rid herself of a failed life. Her eyes were dead.

         Shand tried to lift her up but she gave a feeble moan and scrunched herself up into an angle of the wall with her arms over

         her head. Her nerve had broken—she’d not had the courage to stand up against Tensor and the result was all around her. She

         would never get over it.

      


      Shand hurried to the next casualty, anxious to complete his work here. A thousand steps below, Malien and Tallia lay abandoned

         with their injuries. What must they be going through?

      


    Osseion, huge dark warrior that he was, seemed unharmed. Aftersickness had not touched him, but he looked dazed, as if he

         just wanted to lie down and sleep.

      


      Shand bent over Mendark. The Magister pushed him aside, climbing to his feet unaided. He was suffering as much as any of them,

         but he hid it so well that Shand could hardly tell. Mendark was not down at all.

      


      “Selial!” he roared. “Bring your healers; attend to Tensor; make a stretcher for Malien. The rest of you, get packing! Be ready to

         leave in the morning. Osseion, make our gear ready.” Then he moderated the tone of his voice. “Yggur, get up. We need you!”

      


      Yggur jerked. Failure had sapped him of confidence. He was prey to a vast terror, that Rulke would return more powerful than

         ever and possess him as he had done before. Yggur would do anything to avoid that. He got up like an old man, yet he obeyed

         the summons: hesitant; much shaken; much reduced. Part of his memory was gone, from that time before he stepped into the gate

         at Thurkad to when Mendark reached into his mind and did something.

      


      “What happened to me?” Yggur asked, shaking his head in a futile attempt to clear it.


      “When Rulke possessed you an age ago, he must have left a hold in your mind that has festered there ever since, weakening

         you and making you fear him.”

      


      “I have had terrible dreams,” said Yggur, still shaking.


      “They’re gone now,” Mendark said soothingly. “I broke the hold.”


      Yggur looked puzzled.


      Shand watched this exchange in silence, wondering. The previous roles of Mendark and Yggur had been reversed. Yggur was down

         but Mendark exultant. The conflict seemed to have burned out of him all self-doubt resulting from the year’s failures.

      


      Shand was too exhausted to worry about it. Plagued by his own shortcomings, he threw himself into his work. It did not help—the

         morbid thoughts about Karan were as strong as before.

      


      “I’m going to see to Malien and Tallia,” he muttered.


      The rest of the company followed. Several floors below they met Tallia coming up. A broad bandage was bound around her forehead,

         crimping in her long black hair. Her dark skin looked drained.

      


      “What happened?” she asked.


      “When the Aachim blasted their way in you were knocked down by a piece of stone.”


      “I meant, up there.”


      Shand explained. “How is Malien?” he asked.


      “Sick and sore, but in surprisingly good spirits.”


      Many stairs later, they entered the ruined chamber that had been Tensor’s workroom. It was an odd-shaped space, having the

         form of a nine-leaved clover, with a carved stone fireplace in each of the bays. The hearth of one of the fireplaces was now

         a circular hole that led into darkness. Down all the way to the rift, presumably, for the Great Tower had been built over

         that fuming fissure—one of the most powerful places in all Santhenar to work the Secret Art. Tensor’s pavilion, the fateful

         gate, was a pile of rubble. They set him down beside it.

      


      Shand found Malien on the floor outside, some distance from her blankets. At his footfall her green eyes fluttered open. Her

         red hair was full of white dust.

      


      “What have you been doing?” Shand asked gruffly, lifting her with an effort. “Crawling about on a broken shoulder. If any

         of your patients did that…”

      


      “I had to know what was happening,” she said, trying to smile. Pathetic though it was, her courage warmed Shand’s heart.


      “We didn’t win, but we didn’t lose either. Rulke has fled, back to the Nightland we suppose. Karan and Llian were forced through

         the gate before that. We don’t know where.”

      


      Malien swayed in his arms. “Did no one try to stop them?”


      “Who can stop Karan when she decides to do something? We were… a little short of courage. It happened too quickly. I tried

         and I failed. Tensor attacked Rulke. I fear he will never walk again.”

      


      “Take me to him!” she cried.


      Osseion and Shand carried her in, setting her down beside Tensor. She found the sight of him quite shocking. The withering

         fury she had previously shown toward him was gone. “Poor, foolish man,” she said, laying her hand on his brow. “Just look

         at you. When first I met you, callow girl as I was, I thought you would be the greatest Aachim of all time. Alas, you have

         a fatal flaw, Tensor.”

      


      Tensor did not acknowledge her. Malien sighed. She pitied him now, and for Tensor that was worst of all. “And Selial, Shand?

         What of our leader?”

      


      Shand just looked at her.


      “She’s broken, hasn’t she?”


      “I’m afraid so.”


      Malien grimaced as she tried to rise. “Fix me up, Shand. It’s up to me to lead the Aachim now, out of the worst peril we have

         faced since the fall of Tar Gaarn.”

      


      “You’ll do what you’re told!” he said, making a bed for her beside Tensor. “You’re not to get up today, or tomorrow.” He walked

         away, shaking his head. “Though how we’re going to get you two home I do not know.”

      


    With Malien injured, Asper was the only healer among the Aachim. He was a good-natured man with spiky black hair and pupils

         like black lozenges across his yellow eyes. Asper set to work on Tensor. Shortly Shand added his own hands to the task. They

         stripped Tensor naked, washed him with wet rags and inspected him all over. The huge frame was powerfully muscled, the chest

         and thighs those of a wrestler, but one side of his chest was stoved in, his arm dangled uselessly and his whole skeleton

         seemed to have been pushed out of line.

      


      “This is strange, Asper,” said Shand as he worked on the splintered ribs.


      “What?” Asper squatted back on muscular haunches, brushing hair out of his eyes with the side of a bloody hand. He had quite

         beautiful hands, with the characteristic extremely long fingers of the Aachim, twice the length of his palm.

      


      “The shape and number of his bones don’t seem right.”


      Asper laughed. “We are not made as you are, do you not know? We Aachim have our own…” he searched for the right word “…

         race? Tribe? No, that is not right. We are our own species. Close to you, yet different.”

      


      “I knew that. I had not realized just how much you differed from us.”


      The first aid completed, Shand had all the time in the world to worry about Karan and Llian. What had Rulke said? Did they know where the gate has taken them, they might have been less willing to enter it.

      


      “Where did they go?” asked Malien. “Has Rulke sent them back to the Nightland?”


      “I don’t know,” said Mendark. “That’s not the most important question.”


      “Then what is?” Shand shouted, so afraid for Karan that he felt like screaming. That would not serve with Mendark. Though

         not an unkind man, he was a schemer, and it seemed that he had seen an opportunity in this disaster.

      


      “What he wants them for,” said Mendark softly. “What are we to do about that? And about him?”


      “Let’s work out where they’ve gone,” said Tallia, “then we can try to bring them back.”


      “No!” said Yggur, and though he tried to prevent it, a muscle in his cheek spasmed.


      “What’s the matter with you?” snapped Mendark. “I’ve set you free.”


      “And I intend to stay free,” Yggur ground out. “I’m not giving him another chance.”


      “Had I known that it would turn you into a mouse,” sneered Mendark, “I wouldn’t have bothered.”


      “You can never know what it’s like,” whispered Yggur.


      “Bah!” Mendark turned to Shand, putting on a smile that looked genuine. “What say you, Shand, my old sparring partner? What

         if Karan and Llian are trapped there? Should we even try to rescue them, or is the risk too great?”

      


      “Seal the Nightland!” said Yggur in an inexorable voice.


      “We’d better make sure he’s in it first,” said Mendark.


      “Of course we must rescue them,” said Shand.


      “I agree,” said Mendark. “Moreover, whatever our feelings toward Karan and Llian—and I care for them too—Rulke is the enemy.

         If he wants them we must thwart him.”

      


      “What if it’s a trap?” said Yggur, the nerves twitching in his cheek again. “Maybe they’re just bait, to entice us in after

         him.”

      


      “Perhaps,” said Mendark. “Or maybe he really does need them. What say you all?” He looked around at the circle of faces. “Do

         we try to bring Karan and Llian back, or do we run and hide? Better run fast and hide well, if we do.”

      


      “We try,” said Malien, and one by one the others echoed her.


      Mendark raised an eyebrow to his adversary.


      “Damn you!” said Yggur. “Of course I’ll help—you can’t do it without me. But you won’t succeed.”


      “Suppose we do. Or if we fail. What then?” Shand asked.


      “Make a gate to carry us back to Thurkad,” said Men-dark.


      “Can we?” asked Malien.


      “It’s possible! Bury your dead, Malien, then we’ll need your artificers to rebuild Tensor’s gate and repair the copper mirror.

         Let’s begin!”

      


      The Aachim went about their mournful business. Three of their number had fallen, among them tall Hintis who had so hated Llian.

         Death had washed away the berserker rage that had characterized his last hours. The woolly hair was powdered with dust, the

         unlined features at peace, save for a swollen tongue protruding out one corner of his mouth. Hintis looked like an overgrown

         boy.

      


      His friend Basitor tidied him up, ever so gently brushed the dust from his hair, then two Aachim rocked the body onto a plank.

         Lifting him high, and the other bodies, they bore them out of the Great Tower across the western bridge into the fortress.

      


      The Great Tower stood plumb in the middle of a plateau carved from a mountaintop, and was built over a fissure that bisected

         the plateau. The surrounding area was paved with large flat stones, here and there forced up by the roots of elderly fig trees.

         Three volcanic peaks stood above the north, east and west sides of the plateau, gently fuming. On all sides the mountain fell

         steeply, in a series of cliffs and terraces, to the blasted lands below, which were covered in ash and cinder. A road wound

         its way up to the top. On the shady southern side the terraces were moist and forested, with pavilions, temples and baths

         peeping out between the trees, offering glimpses of the Dry Sea beyond.

      


      Behind the tower stood Katazza fortress, a large low structure built on a cliffed edge of the plateau overlooking the island

         and the Dry Sea beyond. Out of the fortress soared other braided towers, miniatures compared to the Great Tower, a thicket

         of slender minarets and a cluster of mushroom domes. Two stone and metal bridges ran from the fortress to the Great Tower,

         the only way in or out.

      


      The Aachim were just disappearing into the fortress. Shand followed them across the bridge, musing. The Great Tower was by

         far the tallest building he had ever seen, and the most astounding. There was no structure like it anywhere in the world.

         It was built of nine spiraling cables of stone, woven together in a complex braid, the stonework faced with tiles so white

         that they dazzled the eye. About halfway up, and again just below the embrasures of the top chamber, the braided stone passed

         beneath collars sheathed in lapis lazuli with a narrow rim of gold at bottom and top. The tower was capped by an onion-skin

         dome of platinum decorated with crimson.

      


      They carried the bodies into a room that had been cleaned of every speck of dust and adorned with the beautiful, sensual art

         that was everywhere in Katazza. All the Aachim went in and shut the door, and apart from an occasional plangent note from

         inside, Shand never knew what went on in there.

      


      Hours later they came out again. The bodies had been washed and perfumed, the hair brushed into place, each was arrayed in

         their finest. The Aachim carried the shrouded shapes out of Katazza, four to each one, in stately procession. They stepped

         carefully down the stone steps, paced across the paving stones, then followed a track that ran off the edge of the plateau.

         It wound among the boulders and roots of the forest trees, down to the little serpentine pavilion that Malien was so fond

         of, which looked through the trees over the Dry Sea. Two bore Tensor on his litter, and two more Malien on hers. The last,

         Tensor’s healer Asper, carried the most precious thing that each of the dead had owned.

      


      As the sun set they placed the dead in the ground among the twisting roots of a giant fig tree. Lighting up the tree with

         lanterns, they kept vigil all night. While their instruments wailed, and the bronze lamplight flickered on their faces, each

         of the Aachim composed and spoke a threnody for the dead. Far below, the little cones sprinkled around the skirts of the island

         were erupting, their brilliant lava fountains lighting up the bed of the sea.

      


      At the end of the night the precious things were put beside the bodies, the graves filled and marked each with an obelisk.

         As the sun flashed its first beam at them from the horizon, a horn called three times three and they turned away.

      


      Selial leaned on Shand’s shoulder. “You cannot know what it is like to bury your precious dead on another world,” she said

         in a choked whisper.

      


      “I cannot,” he agreed somberly. “But I know what it is like never to know where my dead are buried.”


      She had no answer to that. In silence they went back to the towers, to begin the perilous attempt on the Nightland.


      The Aachim continued their preparations for the journey, in case the work failed and they had to flee in haste. They filled

         waterbags, packed tents, made sleds to haul gear and water across the salt, checked their water stills, or trazpars as they called them, and every other piece of equipment that would be needed. Sufficient food was already packed, for they

         had prepared it after their earlier rebellion.

      


      Mendark, Tallia and Osseion made their own arrangements just as silently. Tallia collected a number of the glowing globes

         from the wall brackets, to light the nights of their travel. Only Shand seemed idle, for his preparations took no time at

         all, and he spent his time with Malien, or by himself at the top of the tower, leaning on the stone embrasure to look out

         across the Dry Sea, agonizing about the fate of Karan, and Llian too. Despite his well-known prejudice against the Zain race,

         he liked Llian and wished him no harm.

      


      “Let’s begin,” said Mendark the following morning.


      “How can we?” asked Malien. “We don’t know where the gate took them.”


      “I came through it,” said Yggur, supporting himself on Tensor’s workbench, for he was still weak. “Had it taken them back

         to Thurkad I would have known it. They went somewhere else.”

      


      “That’s my thought too,” said Shand. “What say you, Tensor?”


      Staring straight ahead, his eyes focused on nothing, Tensor gave no response.


      “My guess is the Nightland!” Malien said. “Though I can’t think why he wants them.”


      “Can’t you?” said Shand. “I scarcely dare think what he might use Karan for.”

      


      “Let’s get on with it!” Mendark snapped. “If we’re hurt, he is hurt just as badly. If we’re weak, so is he! If ever there

         is a time to carry the attack to him it is now.”

      


      “I still think we should seal the Nightland!” said Yggur. “He’s had plenty of time to prepare traps, and there’s no way to

         identify them in that place.”

      


      “You would abandon Karan and Llian to him?” Tallia said coldly.


      Yggur bowed his head. “It is harsh, but in war there are casualties, and often the greatest, noblest and cleverest are among

         them. To go into the Nightland would be to risk everything. That is his world; we know nothing about it. Who knows better

         than I the consequences of prying into the unknown?”

      


      “Tensor does!” Tallia said.


      She sat on a tread halfway up the curve of the stairs watching Mendark. Xarah and her twin Shalah sat together, sharing a

         joke. The artificers had reconstructed Tensor’s pavilion as best they could. The broken columns had been rejoined with metal

         pins, the dents beaten out of the dome. Finally they lifted it atop the seven columns.

      


      Mendark walked around the stepped pad, inspecting the stonework. There were many cracks and missing fragments. “It looks like

         a broken pot that’s been badly repaired,” he said.

      


      “It’s a pretty sad attempt,” said Thel, the engineer in charge. She was stocky, with a strong jaw that she clenched and unclenched

         as she worked. “But in the time…”

      


      The copper mirror, which Tensor had made to direct the gate after the Mirror of Aachan betrayed him, was equally flawed. A

         diagonal crease across it had been beaten out, but the mark was still obvious after polishing. Mendark pulled his beard.

      


      “It’ll have to do.” He took a small stone out of his pocket. “Lift me up!”


      Asper made a step for him. Mendark carefully placed the stone on top of the high point of the dome, then scrambled back down.

         While this was going on, the stair had been blocked with a screen and four Aachim had dragged in a glowing iron furnace surmounted

         by a contraption of coiled pipes.

      


      “Begin!” said Mendark.


      Thel poured some water into a funnel-shaped orifice and immediately steam gushed from the flared ends of seven pipes. Within

         minutes the air was full of fog.

      


      Mendark held the mirror out in front of him and began to chant. The polished surface shimmered, images fleeted across it,

         then the pavilion was lit by a crimson flash. With a sharp crack the stone on the dome exploded into pieces, each speck tracing

         a glowing trail through the fog.

      


      “Fix it, Yggur!” Mendark shouted.


      Yggur held up his arms. One hand gripped a glowing red ruby. He grunted. The traces froze in place. There were seven bright

         ones and an uncounted number of faint trails, some barely visible.

      


      “One, two, close together,” said Mendark. “That’s you, Yggur, and Faelamor, coming from Thurkad.”


      Yggur nodded, a dim shape in the mist. “And the third, shorter one, Faelamor departing again. She didn’t go back to Thurkad.”


      “She may have intended to, though,” said Malien.


      Two more traces began together but halfway across the room spiraled apart, before stopping abruptly. A third, very bright

         trace followed a similar path, though it faded two-thirds of the way along. “The pair must be Karan and Llian,” said Shand,

         “and the third one, Rulke coming from the Nightland.”

      


      “So they have gone there!” said Malien.

      


      “Don’t jump to conclusions!” Mendark cautioned.


      The seventh trace began in a slightly different place, writhed across the room, spikes jagged out of it in all directions,

         then it too faded. “That’s Rulke’s departing trace,” said Mendark, walking along underneath it. “I don’t like the way it ends.

         Something’s not right.”

      


      “It’s meant to confuse, or entice,” said Shand.


      “He hasn’t gone back to the Nightland,” said Tallia.


      “That gives me a little comfort,” said Yggur.


      “It doesn’t give me any,” growled Mendark. “What’s he up to?”


      “Can we tell where he’s gone?” Tallia wondered.


      “No! This only shows paths that begin or end here. Other gates are untraceable.”


      “Nothing more to learn here,” said Malien wearily. “Let’s go in, if we must.”


      “No, I’m worn out,” Mendark whispered, sagging down on the step.


      “And I,” Yggur gasped. He waved a hand and the foggy traces disappeared.


      “Shall I try to trace the gate into the Nightland?” Tallia asked.

      


      “If you like, but hold back. Don’t open it!”


      “I won’t!”


      “How would you begin?” Malien asked.


      “Maybe there were two gates,” Tallia said. She was on her hands and knees, picking over a pile of rubble beside the pavilion.


      “Two?”


      “I think the one Rulke came through was separate from Tensor’s. I’m trying to find the difference.”


      “Say it as you think it,” said Malien, “and I’ll tell you what I think. Perhaps we see the problem from different sides.”


      Tallia looked up at Malien with sudden friendliness, liking her.


      “The gate Yggur came through is dead, but Rulke’s may still be capable.”


      “Why so?” asked Malien.


      “The Nightland is still whole, its defenses unbroken. Tensor made use of a flaw that has always been there, though it could

         only be opened from outside.”

      


      “In which case…”


      “Rulke must hold it open. Let’s try to recover the gate. Be careful, he might try to take control of it again.”


      They set to work. Shand sat on a bench beside the pavilion, watching, but he spoke rarely and only of inconsequential things.

         Tallia labored for hours, working carefully, cautiously under Malien’s direction, trying to conjure up the intangible framework

         of the gate, that conduit that could tame the very fabric of distance.

      


      Suddenly Tallia flung herself down. “I can’t do it!” she said, laying her head on the dusty floor.


      “Tell me what you can’t do,” said Malien, easing her arm in its sling. She climbed off her stool to walk around the pavilion,

         touching the stone columns with her fingertips.

      


      “It’s like trying to catch the end of an oiled thread in a barrel of jelly,” said Tallia. “I can’t see it or feel it. Even

         when I do sense it I can’t get hold of it.”

      


      “And even if you did,” said Malien, “there’s no way to fix it to anything. But that’s what gates are like. You have to sense

         the unsensable and touch the untouchable. Try to disconnect your rational self.”

      


      How? Tallia thought. All my education has been to build that up. Nonetheless, she set to work. An hour later she stopped again.


      “I’ve done everything I can,” she exclaimed, “and it hasn’t worked.” She felt the frustration keenly.


      “Just wait!” said Malien.


      The sun was setting, flaming through a south-western window, touching the sandblasted glass to little sparks. As the light

         faded Malien stood back, watching, supported on the other side by Asper.

      


      “I think there’s something here,” Tallia said shortly.


      She was sitting in the shadows with her forehead against the stone of the wall. Her eyes were closed, her palms pressing down

         on the floor.

      


      “That’s funny!” she said, looking puzzled.


      Her body began to sway; her head described a circle in the air. Her arms trembled. She arched her back. Her head snapped backwards

         and she was drawn to her feet as if pulled up by a noose.

      


      “Help!” she cried, vainly trying to beat herself down again with her hands. As she rose in the air a wave appeared to pass

         slowly through her head, distorting it as if it were being put through a mangle.

      


      Shand ran, stood up on the tips of his toes and caught her by the ankles. “Mendark!” he yelled. Tallia began to choke.


      “Gently!” Mendark shouted, running across. “Careful you don’t break her neck.”


      Shand’s feet were suddenly jerked from under him. He also began to rise in the air, but upside down. “Yggur! Asper!” he yelped.


      “Mendark, he’s here!” Tallia wailed. “Go back!”

      


      Asper came running. Leaping, he just caught Shand’s coattail but was carried up too.


      “Help!” he roared.


      “Mendark, what’s happening?” screamed Malien. Aachim appeared from everywhere but they looked confused, helpless.


      “It’s a trap!” yelled Yggur. “Close the gate!”


      “I don’t know how. Mendark, do something!”


      Mendark shouted a word. Tallia’s legs jerked back and forth as if she’d been hung on a gibbet. The pavilion rocked and one

         of the columns fell into pieces with a tremendous smash.

      


      On the other side Yggur had his arms out like a sorcerer’s apprentice; he seemed to be feeling out unseen shapes in the air.

         He gave a bloody shriek and shook his hands. Steam rose from his fingertips.

      


      Mendark choked as Tallia’s head smacked into the domed roof of the pavilion, lifting it slightly. Her head seemed to pass

         through the metal, though nothing appeared on the other side. Screaming, “He’s taking her!” he rapped out a series of unintelligible

         words, to no effect.

      


      The dome suddenly became transparent, a ring cutting Tallia off at the waist. Shand and Asper rose into it too. Yggur ran,

         leapt in the air and with both hands knocked the dome off the columns. It still hung in the air. He flung down the six remaining

         columns, one by one, kicking them into pieces on the floor. The dome remained suspended, a gate to nowhere.

      


      Tallia had nearly disappeared now, just her calves sticking through, and Shand and Asper were half-gone too. “Oh, Tallia!

         I can’t do anything,” Mendark wept. “Yggur, please help!”

      


      With a grim snort, Yggur brought out his ruby and thrust it high. He shuddered under the strain, went red in the face, then

         the dome rang like a gong and fell to the floor. He felt around the rim, muttering. With a great heave he lifted the dome

         and, like a conjurer’s trick, the three lay underneath it.

      


      Tallia raised her head then laid it down again. “It feels as if I’ve been turned inside out,” she croaked. “The gate has mutated.

         I felt a presence, then an instant later it started to pull me in. It was horrible!”

      


      “It’s him,” said Yggur, quite calmly now. “Rulke’s watching us!”


      Crawling out, Shand struck his head on one of the fallen columns. He looked more careworn than Tallia had ever seen him. “Oh

         Karan!” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”

      


      “Let’s not be hasty,” said Mendark. “We’ll keep watch.”


      As night fell they saw a faint glow among the rubble. A luminous gas was seeping out of it, writhing and straining against

         its imprisonment.

      


      “Oh!” said Malien, very disturbed. “I don’t like that at all.” She rubbed a dusty streak across her brow.

      


      “It’s oozed out of the Nightland. The gate is still open.”


      “And he’s on the other side!” Yggur said. “We can’t use it!”


      “Is there nothing we can do?” Shand pleaded.


      “Seal the Nightland!” said Yggur harshly.


      “How can we? He’s holding it open.”


      “I hate to say it,” said Mendark, “but Yggur is right. The gate is trapped. We’ve no option but to seal it.” He cast a sympathetic

         glance at Shand.

      


      Tallia shuddered. She looked around the room as if sizing up her enemy. She bit her lip. “I’d—I’ve got to try again,” she

         said softly.

      


      “After that? You won’t!” Mendark snapped.

      


      “How can we leave them there?” she asked. Having abandoned Karan once, she could not think of doing it again. “I’m prepared

         to risk my life.”

      


      “I’m not! It can’t be done.”


      “Mendark—”


      Mendark smashed his fist down on the dome. “The whole world is at stake, Tallia!”


      “And I can’t help thinking that you want it for yourself,” she said, suddenly furious.


      “I stand on my record, ever since Rulke was first put away.”


      “And you never stop talking about it,” Tallia retorted. “Let posterity be the judge of your worth.”


      “I will, never doubt it!” he cried.


      “I can’t sacrifice them,” Tallia said stubbornly.


      “Pah! Then you will never be Magister after me.”


      “I don’t want it, if it means that I’ll end up like you!”

      


      “Well, do you oppose me?” He stood up, and Tallia did too, so that he had to look up at her.


      “Tallia,” said Mendark, “no one cares more for Llian than I do. I…” he grimaced, “like Karan, too. But there isn’t anything

         we can do for them. Surely you can see that? Does anyone disagree?”

      


      No one spoke. “Well, Shand,” said Mendark. “You’ve more at stake here than I have.”


      Shand was quite still. A tear leaked out of one eye and ran down his cheek. “I don’t see how we can do anything for them!”

         He turned away abruptly.

      


      “I suppose you’re right,” Tallia said sadly. “Do what you must do.”


      “Well, Yggur,” said Mendark. “You have your way after all. How do we seal the Nightland?”

      


      “I don’t know anymore. I hadn’t thought he’d be that strong.”


      “We don’t have power enough to seal it,” said Malien. “Unless—” Her eyes slid to the shaft by the fireplace.


      “Yes!” roared Mendark. “Brilliant, Malien! So far we’ve failed for want of power. But if we all work together, and tap a greater

         source of power—”

      


      “I’ve already tried it!” cried Yggur, his voice cracking.


      “We must,” said Mendark softly. “We will go down to the seat of Kandor’s power. Down to the rift itself.”


      “No!” Selial screeched, the only word she had spoken in days.
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      THE MAP-MASTER


      Tallia sat on the floor with her head hanging. Once again she had failed.

      


      “We hurt Rulke,” said Mendark. “And he is unused to the heaviness of our world. Did you see how he labored, climbing the stairs?

         We’ve got to act now, before he recovers his strength.”

      


      “Ha!” said Tensor in dismal tones. “He has defeated us. Let him have his way.”


      Malien rose, supporting her injured shoulder with her other hand. “What do you have in mind, Mendark?”


      “We three helped to make the Nightland in the first place,” he replied. “Me, Tensor and Yggur.”


      “And when Rulke possessed me you abandoned me!” shouted Yggur. “And Tensor—” His fury overcame him. Yggur stood with head

         bowed, fists clenched by his sides, his great chest rising and falling. “Tensor betrayed us all! He left a flaw in the Nightland

         so that he could let Rulke out at a time of his own choosing. Think that I would trust either of you again? Ha!”

      


      Mendark continued calmly. “As I said, we three were there when the Nightland was made. We understand it and we can seal it

         up again. And when that’s done we will tap the power of the rift to make our own gate, and get us straight back to Thurkad.”

      


      “The rift failed me two days ago,” said Yggur, limping back and forth.


      “But you had not the time to study it, to prepare yourself either,” Mendark said carefully. “We have that time now.”


      “It would take years to master,” said Yggur.


      “Then I’ll do it myself,” spat Mendark, “with whoever has the courage to aid me.” He went out.

      


      “The bloody bastard!” said Yggur to Shand.


      “I don’t like him either,” Shand replied, “but he’s right.” He drew Yggur to one side. “Come and have a cup of chard with

         me.”

      


      They leaned back against the wall with the chard bowls warming their hands. It was cold here, high in the mountains.


      “You cannot begin to know what it was like when the Experiments failed,” said Yggur. “Rulke clawed his way into my mind. It

         was like—I cannot describe it,” he cried, “to have him raging in my head.”

      


      Shand met his eyes, silently sipping his chard. Yggur needed to talk. Let him say as much as he wanted to, or as little.


      “Ever since I became sane again,” said Yggur, “the thought of revenge has sustained me. But now I know I’m not his match.

         I’m afraid to do anything in case Rulke possesses me again.” There were tears of helpless rage in his eyes.

      


      “I know that feeling,” said Shand, throwing his arm across Yggur’s shoulders. Ahh, Karan, how it hurts.


      “Mendark pushes me too far,” said Yggur, somewhat petulantly.


      “He pushes us all,” said Shand, “though no harder than himself. He’s seen an opportunity that will never come again. If he

         succeeds, we’re free!”

      


      “How can he? How can anyone beat Rulke?”

      


      “Well, let’s at least have a go,” said Shand.


      Tallia peered over the edge of the circular shaft. The glow from below, that had been so bright when Rulke appeared, had died

         down to nothing. A massive ladder, crusted in stalactites of yellow and brown sulphur, extended down. It was very dark—she

         could see only half a dozen rungs.

      


      “What’s down there?” she asked. No one answered.


      Mendark climbed onto a bench and began unscrewing the polished globes from the wall. “Get yourselves a few of these,” he said,

         putting two in his pocket. “Well, who’s coming with me?”

      


      “I will,” said Tallia, though she was afraid of the underground.


      “And I,” Shand said after a long pause. His eyes met Malien’s, on her stretcher. You’re not ready for it, he seemed to be

         saying.
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