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  Prologue




  Early Spring.




  Officer Moxon studied the august gathering in Offran’s Iron Palace, forcing back the acid bile in his throat. This group’s decision could lead to his release from Commander Antar’s contract—one more expedition, then freedom. Why then did he have such a sense of foreboding?




  He stared at Antar’s compact figure, pacing impatiently upon the dais as the gentlemen of substance greeted friends and enemies and slowly found their seats. Only Antar would dare to chide such an audience this way, but Moxon doubted the man’s conceit ever allowed him to weigh the risk. Antar’s tawny beard and intense blue eyes came into focus as he swiveled on his heel at the far extremity of the platform. For thirty years Commander Antar had held the nation’s attention with ever more daring exploits. Now this one, for which Moxon was to act as guide, promised to outshine them all. This day would see its launch, if enough of these magnates could be convinced to finance it.




  “Please take your seats, gentlemen,” Antar spoke out at last. “We have much to discuss this evening.”




  Some stared affronted at the rudeness, but a significant number showed assent and a trace of Antar’s own impatience. Moxon dared to be embarrassed for him.




  The vault of the Iron Palace drew Moxon’s eye—soaring columns of fluted iron holding the wide spans of the roof, proclaiming Offran’s supremacy in working the magical substance...Oh! Wrong word. These ten years the world-changing metal was only described in strict material terms. Ever since the Law of Mechanical Substances was proclaimed and Offran’s technocratic community launched upon the Age of Inventions, the mystical had lost legitimacy. Only in Rast, a distant primitive place, were words like magic given substance.




  At last the audience settled in their seats. Commander Antar spoke first of the exploits and accomplishments underpinning his reputation. Moxon alone knew how close-wrought were some of those successes, he barely listened. It would do him no good to remember them when he came to address the gathering. His attention drifted to the technological marvels proclaiming the triumphs of their knowledge.




  First, the iron itself. Only its strength could allow such a soaring structure as the hall they occupied; only its support could hold aloft the opaque panels so far above them. Beyond those panels, soaring above any prying outsiders, were those of clear glass, making the interior of the Iron Palace brilliant in the afternoon sun. The suspended models of Offran’s iron galleys glinted like so many black sharks against the sky. In Rast, the strongest metal they could work was mere bronze.




  Then came the imperious force of steam—a secret revealed by an accident in the iron foundries. Once discovered, its power had transformed Offran. The larger galleys which iron founding allowed no longer needed great squadrons of oarsmen—the power of steam propelled them more surely. Larger cargos became possible, and greater stores of food and water enabled Offran’s galleys to range among new continents. Rast knew nothing of steam.




  The invention of the pivot brought everything together. Once revealed, its secret allowed the synchronized motion needed to transmit the power of the steam chambers to the multitude of oars driving the galleys forward. The pivots also guided the centipede-like legs of the new land transporters which would allow Commander Antar’s expedition to range as far over the open plains as ships upon the sea. Rast still depended upon the power of beasts for locomotion.




  “Only one lack does Offran suffer.” Antar’s words bored into Moxon’s awareness. Soon would come his turn to speak.




  “We are rich in iron feedstock as we are rich in artisans and in bold fellows eager to venture forth in our creations. We are rich in all the substances needed to bring forth vast quantities of shining iron—all save one. We have to accept a limitation to the growth of our wealth and power as long as the sources of burning-stone are so few. As you all know, only purified burning-stone can enter the furnaces to render the iron we covet.”




  Antar paused. The audience sighed like the wind in the sails of an old fashioned ship. “But I have learned of the existence of huge deposits of burning-stone. Huge deposits in a land which has no use for it. Huge deposits under the houses of people who have no knowledge of its vital purpose...who use pitifully small quantities to heat their homes.”




  The audience murmured their derision for such ignorant savages.




  “Many years ago an expedition was cast upon a strange shore by storms and adverse winds. The commanders knew little of the place they found themselves in, and had not foreknowledge enough to defend themselves. We know this place as a land of fantastic rumor and mystery. Its name is Rast.”




  A buzz of comment went through the hall, but Antar did not heed it. Moxon swallowed the bile in his throat and readied himself to speak. If he failed to fill the audience with enthusiasm for the riches, and revealed too much of the occult power he believed resided there, he would be not only ridiculed but utterly ruined. Antar never forgave failure.




  Moxon knew Antar’s tactics. He intended an armed investigation, not a violent invasion. Just enough strength to over-awe the natives with the power of Offran. But once the land was penetrated and its points of contention noted, these troubles could be aggravated enough to lead the ignorant savages to war. Antar intended a second, larger expedition. Offran would settle the conflict, and ensure it ended with Antar’s puppet on the throne. It was the way empires grew...but this time? Moxon was not sure.




  Antar, his voice echoing around the iron columns like a trumpet blast, was never anything else. “Last year I learned many secrets of the place when on our embassage to their distant neighbor, Easderly. I introduce you now to my Officer of Ship-soldiers Moxon. Moxon knows as much about the earlier misadventure as any man in Offran, for his grandfather was second in command of that ancient expedition. Moxon’s grandfather was one of those who survived....”




  

  Part One




  Sorcerer's Bane




  

  Chapter One




  High Summer




  Jady followed her grandfather along the battlements of the Palace of Rast. They stopped where the flagstone walk met the gate tower. The heavy door before her, studded with rivets of bronze, led to the Drogar’s turret chamber. As she set down her bow and quiver of arrows she felt the force of magic looming over her, a baneful presence. She raised a hand to sweep her dark hair back over her shoulder, and scanned the rambling Palace behind them. A dawn summons boded ill.




  Grandfather Soule knocked. No answer, but the door opened slightly at his touch. “Don’t be put out if he seems harsh or abrupt, my dear. It seems to me the sorcery is becoming a terrible burden to him these days.”




  Jady took a deep breath. The previous sorcerer king reigned only ten years before the magic he wielded killed him. Now everyone worried for this Drogar—as much as she did for her dear Prince Egon. Surely the Drogar would reign for many years yet? Egon was too young to have the burden of rule thrust upon him, but Rast would perish without its succession of sorcerer kings.




  As her grandfather stepped aside at the open door, Jady turned her head. “Are you not coming in?”




  “He sent for you. I will stay out here. If he asks for me ...”




  “Very well. If his words are intended for us both, I will call.” Jady pushed the door open the rest of the way and stepped within, into the echoing hallway and the shadows at the base of the circular steps. As she climbed, the magic tension in the air increased, until it swelled like the singing of a discordant choir. The tension had not been there before, why had her grandfather not mentioned it this morning? Was her sensitivity to the magic—inherited from an ancestor married to a widowed Drogar in the distant past—greater than his?




  At the top of the steps she stopped momentarily on the narrow landing. Through an arrow loop in the stonework she could see her grandfather pacing the battlements. He punched a fist into the palm of his hand. His advancing age had placed the family duty on her, only four summers grown to womanhood. She shrugged and rapped on the door to the Drogar’s chamber.




  The man’s voice from within seemed as firm as ever. “Enter, Soulingas Maid.”




  Jady stepped inside and bowed deeply. “As you speak, my Lord.”




  “My Guardian of the Silent Forest. Please approach, and take the seat beside my chair.”




  Crossing the circular room, she passed the tapestries on the walls portraying ancient conflicts, and the heavy oaken desk covered with parchments and scrolls. The small charcoal brazier, casting a red glow from the fireplace, stung her nostrils with a hot and acrid reek. But she could not take her eyes from the Drogar. How haggard he looked, a parchment skull on bony shoulders.




  He remained silent until she settled herself on the stool. “Are you ready to undertake the Guardian’s duty?”




  “Yes, my Lord.”




  “You must go to the Vale of Deepning Pools. I have no escort to accompany you.”




  “Very well, my Lord.” She suppressed a shiver. Her father and brothers had been the Guardians, but they were dead these four years past—ambushed by Krachins in the Forest. “I went alone last time.”




  The Drogar turned his eyes upon her. They glowed with a color she could not name. Odd that she had never noticed before. His garb, a light tunic of woven rannin stalks, accentuated how thin he had become; it seemed his arms were mere twigs. When had she seen him last? It could have been no more than three moons ago that she had gone to supervise the fieldwork at Soulingas Grange. His change in so short a time filled her with dread. Was Rast to be rent again as the magic burst from its master?




  A year before, she and Prince Egon had read an ancient scroll. It revealed the magic safeguarding Rast as no servant, but a harnessed beast which grew stronger as its master aged. Neither good nor evil, it reflected the spirit of the man who ruled it. Only men descended from a single lineage could wield such force—the magic-empowered heirs of Rast and of Easderly. Egon had blanched at his dread fate—yet if the magic were not mastered it would wreak havoc upon the world. A hideous monster unleashed.




  Jady stared at the drawn face before her and the sharp, clenched jaw. She felt strength in him yet. Surely he would command the magic for many more years. She hoped—




  “The Deepning creature rises again to call for new sacrifice.”




  Jady tried to respond calmly, but could not. Was she to challenge the Deepning alone? She wanted to utter the question, but beneath her paralyzing fear lurked the stalwart guardian of her pride.




  The Drogar regarded her profoundly, as if he conversed with her inner force. Approval glinted in the strange lights of his eyes, but his mouth made a grim line. “You truly understand the peril of Deepning?”




  Jady nodded. “The Pools have been quiet these many years. What rouses them now?”




  He leaned forward abruptly, once more a stern master. “While a Drogar keeps it in check, Deepning presents no danger. But when the magic senses its opportunity, it returns to the Pools to test its strength. Power begets power. At some point, the magic creature attains its own purpose. You know what you must do?”




  Jady’s mind raced. Deepning’s flying spells were deadly—their mere touch upon unprotected skin would draw the unwary in a trance. The Pools would absorb the victim into its malign substance. She shook her head. He wanted to hear more than her understanding of that living death. “I must prevent it gaining a living sacrifice of Krachins—as my Forefathers have ever done.”




  “Yes, but that is not all.” The Drogar’s stare grew more intense.




  “I must not be caught.”




  “Exactly!”




  “The worst thing would be for me to become its living sacrifice.”




  “Your human power would feed its magic more than a hundred Krachins. With enough such sacrifices, it could launch its undead against Rast.”




  “Then I must plunge a dagger into my own breast to avoid such evil.” She searched her heart. “I believe I can.”




  The Drogar’s stare softened with a trace of smile. “You are truly a captain of Rast, Jady. Neither Egon nor I shall fail you. When Deepning rages in fury at your success, we will both feel it. One of us will be free to hasten to your aid.”




  What pleasure to have Prince Egon come to her rescue. But what might happen until...? “Could not the Prince come with me?”




  The Drogar shook his head. “No, I must not allow the two of you to travel so many nights together. I trust the honor of you both, but you are young and in love,” he paused, and almost smiled at her deep blush, “yet the love you have is forbidden by the needs of Rast. It grieves me that your love is denied...as was—”




  Jady raised her eyes to him as the heat of her cheeks faded, but his seemed far away.




  He sighed as he turned back to her. “Keep to the path of duty and one day—”




  Her breath caught. “Yes?”




  “The knowledge seeks to elude me.” The lights in his eyes swirled in concentration. It seemed her seat and the chamber momentarily swayed. “Even a Drogar may not see a future not yet determined. And these days I see less clearly than I once did. I sense that some sons of Soule may be charged with magic.”




  “Magic! My sons?”




  “I cannot be certain they are the sons you will bear. They could be generations hence. I only have dim sight of this, but your path of honor will one day see the Soulingas blossom again as never before.”




  Jady stared, unable to speak, hardly able to breathe.




  “Now leave me. Depart from the Palace in secret—I do not want Egon to see you go.”




  * * *




  As soon as the flooding light broke upon his sleep, Prince Egon lurched upright, danger a sour taste in his mouth. His eyes adjusted to the morning brilliance and he made out the figure thrusting the heavy drapes aside.




  “What is wrong? Jady is in peril—?”




  Jady’s grandfather shook his head. “Not, Jady. My news is of the Drogar.”




  The words struck into Egon’s heart. “The magic assails him? We must take him to the quarantine at once!”




  Grandfather Soule turned his back to the window so that his face was etched with somber shadows. The bright blue sky framing him mocked the dreadful news. “I have already taken him. At least the Palace is safe from the magic fury.”




  Egon stopped, one foot already on the floor. “Source be praised. Rast commends you for your brave service.”




  Grandfather Soule inclined his head in gratitude as he took up the cloak of a Drogar from the bronze-bound chest where he had lain it. “The rebellion struck him suddenly, he could barely summon my aid. He was fighting strongly for control as we walked. He may yet fight for many days.”




  The fear that Egon felt was selfishness, his conscience told him, but terrible nevertheless. His father had been Drogar for almost thirty years, and inevitably the magic power had proved too great a strain. It was now his turn to bare himself to the duty—Rast commanded him. The lessons for which there was no school, must be challenged alone. If a Drogar could not teach this, who could? Without another word he rose from the bed to stride out to his balcony, ignoring the elderly courtier and the cloak he held out.




  Far below the balustrade, the Palace of Rast stretched across many rocky hillsides beneath the snow shrouded brows of the Foghead Mountains—each wing and aspect built in turn by a reigning Drogar. Each exceeded its predecessor in the grandeur of its halls and reception rooms, its ballrooms and banquet chambers. Each proclaimed the growing strength of Rast, the sword-wielders, the terrifying in war—the wolven and ravens of the Drogar's magic powers. Each addition of carved mountain-stone was cemented in place by the only mortar that could stand unweathered through the boundless years—the mortar ground from the bones of those who fell in battle. He shuddered. Time for him to seek out the architects and masons. Time to send the quarrymen up the trembling brinks of mountain paths. Time to grind the mortar.




  Rast was a glorious sight in the summer morning, but its beauty could not touch Egon’s heart and mind. Now the magic bonds were loosed, it was his to safeguard.




  He stared out into the distance. Far off across the Meronin Hills, the sun was already a golden blaze rising through the distant trees. Beyond those wooded ramparts lived the fanatical North Folk. Without his father’s magic to restrain them, they could swarm across Rast’s borders.




  He turned away to regard the sun’s rays painting the western mountain tops pink; testing the tendrils of force a true sorcerer used to divine the world about him. Even unpracticed, he sensed the home of his Mountlander cousins rested undisturbed in this trouble.




  He opened his mind to probe north, where the Home Valley stretched into dawn shadows. Each small plot of rannin and its attendant village seemed a distant child’s toy in neatness and tranquillity. Rast rested secure there; the rains had been late, but had come at last to swell the heads of grain and make the harvest. The farmers worked unaware of Rast’s and the Drogar’s peril.




  To the south stretched the Silent Forest in lingering darkness; the haunt of hidden things and the few woodsmen who ventured there. It was Jady’s, the fief of Soule’s family. No danger had stained it since her father and brothers had given their lives in Rast’s defence. Would that he had young men with the heritage to help her hold that frontier.




  He dreaded the onset of this passage time—the test his life was made for. Each succession demanded fresh enterprise and realization. No rote could prepare a prince to take up such a task.




  Bringing his eyes back to the near distance, to a fold in the countryside where meadows rolled down to the meeting of the rivers, he fancied he could see a smudge of smoke from the Drogar’s fire. As successor, his first duty must be to send the troops of Riders upon the vigil; send them to char the grassy banks of the rivers with their watchfires. The Blackwillow Troop was closest.




  He swung about to address Grandfather Soule, who stood waiting at the open balcony doorway. “Send word to Brach the Bronze Sword. He must make sure the people of the rannin fields do not stray too close. They could share my father’s fate.”




  “As you speak, Lord.”




  The ritual reply sent a cold chill through him. Over the next weeks he must admit into his body the forces that guarded Rast, and become Drogar in his turn. Until his accession, Rast was as aimless as a dust-devil swirling across the plains. How long until he wielded the Power he dreaded? He strove to remember his father’s scant guidance, but the news had shaken his recollection. He’d need superhuman strength to undergo the awful transition—to ride the magic storm without succumbing to its rule. Even success would leave him grieving as a man deprived of that which he most desired—the love of Jady, Guardian of the Silent Forest.




  He straightened his back. “Send the Meronin Troop and its leader to watch across the North River.”




  Hast, the Far Seer, would sit for hours upon the shoulders of his mount and watch for signs of North Folk. Those fell fanatics carried forward the teachings of their Casket of Scrolls, and held all other creeds in contempt. When they marched forth, they covered the land like a devouring plague of locusts. Hast’s vigil would be needed to keep Rast safe in this time of peril.




  Egon must also assign the watch at the South River—Jady’s command. “Your grand-daughter did not say farewell to me when she left.”




  “At your father’s order. She left two days ago...for Deepning.”




  “I feared so. I would have gone with her.”




  So Jady had gone to ride the shadowed paths of the Silent Forest, to the Vales of Deepning Pools. The Krachins, who crept as ants through tangling branches and clawing brambles of the Forest, would spread their nests far into the Land of Rast if that watch was poor. With the Drogar stricken, the magic would be set loose to wreak evil in the cliffs and darkness. Deepning itself would stir and strive for magic supremacy. The Krachins would return, a greater threat should they become the creatures of Deepning.




  “I must follow—catch up to her!”




  Grandfather Soule shook his head. “I believe your father wanted to prevent you. He must have known his time was near—and that you were needed here.”




  Egon tried to keep the bitterness from his reply. “And he did not trust us in those nights of comradeship.” Ah, Jady of the dark flowing hair and fatal arrows. Would that duty and honour were not set against our happiness.




  “I wish I could have accompanied her too, but I am old, and there is only one net of silver gossamer to protect the Guardian from the spells. I fear Deepning more at this time.”




  “You did this same duty when you were young.”




  The elderly courtier shuddered. “That I did, but I was not alone.”




  Egon stared, his mind filled with perils which might beset the maid. “When I feel the evil raging, I will defend her with Drogar magic. Whatever happens.”




  “I hoped you would.”




  Prince Egon turned his back upon the sunlit land that spread beneath his palace balcony and closed the casement behind him. He had duties to undertake this morning...and every one thereafter. Grandfather Soule stood silently, holding out the Drogar’s gold threaded cloak. Egon accepted it, to draw about his naked shoulders. He glanced toward his bed, strewn in the disarray of elusive sleep. He cast a dismissive eye upon the writing table and his crumpled attempts to make sense of all the thoughts and fears that crowded in upon his night-bound mind. Feeling as if he were taking his first step into an unknown world, he turned toward the door. Oh Rast, why do you demand so much of me?




  

  Chapter Two




  Jady pulled firmly on the reins, the tall pickaback reared to his full height and planted his aft-most claws tight into the root-born path. His long body flexed beneath her as three of his six legs pawed at the air. When his middle claws again touched the musty smelling moss she leaned forward to whisper words of an ancient language into his feather covered ears.




  “Pellad, Cerefrus. Dosar—let me dismount.”




  The obedient animal bowed low his head to let the mail-clad maiden slip from the saddle to the forest floor.




  She stood a moment, tall and slender in the shadowy forest, watching the flicking movements of her mount’s ears—noticing each glance of golden eyes into the overhanging branches. No single sound or sight held more than a momentary notice—then they were alone. The only other occupants of the small clearing lived in her memory.




  Their mound occupied the center. The scavenger-chewed bones of a thousand Krachins decorated its surface, and at the summit sagged the bloodstained talisman of the Soulingas, the family of the first Soule. It hung tattered from its staff, waiting for an eldest son to reclaim and restore it to glory. An eldest son who may never be.




  “I cannot help it, father,” she sobbed, falling to her knees before the tomb.




  In her mind, he looked down at her and smiled. “I would not ask you to forsake the man you love...but your dreams are sterile.”




  “I would receive him in shame—if that were the only way.”




  “That can never be. You know he could not—and you deceive yourself if you think you would.”




  “But Rast...without the Soulingas—?”




  “Your brothers and I are patient with you, but—”




  “I could never love another!”




  “Have you given any other the leave to win you?”




  She knelt silently for many minutes. “Am I making it hard for him?” she said, at length.




  “You both know his duty.”




  “And yet his father has never spoken harshly to me. Surely if the Drogar saw the error of it he would have ended my hopes.”




  “Even the dead cannot see into the mind of a Drogar.”




  She breathed in sharply. The thought of her Prince becoming a Drogar in his turn was frightening. Would his gentle glances become veils of ice-hard magic? Not Egon—surely not Egon!




  “Do you know why the Drogar sends you at this time?”




  “This time? What do you mean?”




  “Your Grandfather, my father, saw omens in it.”




  “He didn’t speak to me of what he saw.”




  “A commission to Deepning is never given lightly.”




  She opened her eyes wide to take in the evidence of the tomb. “Three times have I come. Five times if I count the journeys with you and my brothers.”




  “But this time the Drogar’s words are stronger, his intent more given in detail.”




  “I know not why.”




  “Go, Daughter, be about your mission. We cold bones will delay you no longer, but we will ever hold your life to our charge. We will never take rest until you and a husband kneel here—until the son you shall make together can be prepared to take up our talisman.”




  Without another word or backward glance she stood and walked to Cerefrus. He bent to allow her to mount. Continuing along the forest paths she rode until she could see the dark overhanging rocks of a mountain through the branches.




  Here she dismounted again and set the pickaback loose in a forage dell until her return. She settled the bow of sinew, horn, and wood across her shoulders, tightened the coil of long dark hair beneath her leather helm and glided forward beneath the tangling branches into paths no mounted warrior could follow. Testing again the Vales of Deepning Pools, she trembled slightly, shivered within her taught nerves, but she stifled her misgivings and set out upon the mission.




  The Drogar had spoken of some future sons of Soule. Did he mean the words in truth, or had they been mere bolsters for her courage?




  She walked watchfully; stepped softly. No gentle forest animals stirred, no bird flew. The trees grew tall and twisted as if they had wrestled, each with the other, for every scrap of sunlight falling dappled into the forest. Jady knew the secrets of each. She smelled resin weeping from wounded bark, wooden tears seeping from the trunks where tree had flailed against tree in wind-borne combat. She knew the smells of every forest dweller, and feeling her soft leather boots sink to their moss covered roots, caressed them in her walking.




  The Deepning Pools lay above her, in a hanging valley upon the edge of the mountain. She bent her footsteps up through the slanting trees and followed a path made by the many feet of the only animals strong and fierce enough to live near the magic Vale—the sharp-toothed Krarks. Broken branches told of the rough passages they had forced with their segmented bodies. Here and there, a fallen tree lay torn in two by mighty claws. Jady reached to touch the crystal-tipped arrows at her waist, and plunged on up the path.




  She walked more quickly for about a league. When she felt the magic singing—the distant hints of dangerous melody ringing in her ears—she stopped to take the gossamer net from her pack. Woven by a wraith of midnight sorcery, the heirloom had been handed down from distant ancestors. It had shielded generations of warriors from the spells. Fierce, dark-haired men with arms like the roots of trees. Men who let fly the crystal tipped arrows from tempered bows of horn and wood. Brothers, fathers, uncles and grandfathers, descended in unbroken line until at last the only watcher of the forest was this high-breasted maid—the last of the Soulingas. She carefully draped the shimmering silver over her head and wrapped its folds about her. Safe within the wispy filament from the sirens’ temptation, she stepped gently on, spells buzzing futilely against the gossamer shield as angry bees against the keeper’s net.




  Few but the Soulingas could venture into the Vale of Deepning Pools. Even Drogar magic rarely clashed with the fey enchantry—except at a few intervals in the circle of time, force was blocked by force. Prince Egon knew where the Pools lay but had never glimpsed their glowing, living liquid. Only the Krachins were drawn to the fetid swamps by their lust for sour smelling vapors. The Guardian of the Forest must mark their comings and goings, and when the moment was right thwart their fell intention. Thwart also the evil purpose of the Pool creature, whatever strange reality it might possess—and prevent it gaining living sacrifice.




  Only flying crystal point could secure payment and account in such magical commerce.




  

  Chapter Three




  The gallery outside Prince Egon’s chamber echoed emptily, but the building would soon bustle with anxiety when the ending of the old Drogar’s rule was learned. His and Soule’s footsteps preceeded them down the stone corridor; their movement stirred the steam-borne scents of honeyed gruel wafting from the kitchens. Sounds of waking came from the living spaces—the multitude of chambers, closets and salons, the nooks and snuggeries, holding the teeming mass of family and retainers—wives and husbands, children and parents—making up the household of the Drogar of Rast. The Drogar who could live there no longer.




  As they passed from one section of the rambling Palace wings to an older, a few faces appeared momentarily in doorways. Shadowed figures within bowed in courtesy. Hurrying down the last stone staircase, Egon strove to master this new reality. “Do the Old Men know?”




  Soule gave a half smile. “I spoke to Lorrin; no doubt everyone in the kingdom will hear the news by noon.”




  “There are procedures set out for this time?”




  “If you know them. The magic picks its own agency.”




  Egon knew the magic was never subservient—especially to him who wielded it. The magic had a purpose of its own, and a Drogar must learn how best to be its partner. Cruel partner, he shuddered, cutting off the despair which threatened him by speaking unaccustomed words of authority.




  “I am appointing you my advisor.”




  “It seems I am a poor instrument to advise such as you must become.”




  Egon stopped abruptly at the head of another flight of steps. “My father did not think so.”




  “I never advised him. Sometimes he let me hear his orders before they went to others.”




  “He called you to escort him to his quarantine.”




  “A small service I was useful for.”




  Egon set his feet on the last flight and spoke over his shoulder. “Then I shall call you for such small services until I have attained my mastery.”




  “I take it as an honor. I shall do my best.”




  “Then you need not listen to the Old Men’s tidings this morning. Go first about my orders for the sentries.”




  “What of Jady’s post?”




  Egon knew her present task was more on both their minds than the guard she must set on her return. “I would send a messenger to call her back.”




  Soule shook his head. “The Drogar thought her duty vital.”




  “But in such a time as this...?” Egon broke off as understanding came to him. “The Drogar warned her of his end? That’s how you knew to be alert for his disruption?”




  “Not in words, but in his careful instruction. She related them to me.”




  “Why didn’t he tell me?”




  “Perhaps the magic prevented him. It wanted to test you?”




  Egon felt chill in the words. He was striking out into dangerous waters, every new ripple in Rast’s affairs could sink him. He sought to anchor his thoughts in well established routine. “Jady’s troop sergeant is capable of collecting her Riders and seeing to their preparation?”




  “I think so. Even a man as old as I, can see to help him in that.”




  “Then do so. She will join them when she returns.”




  Near the entrance of the audience chamber Soule left him to carry out his tasks and Egon stepped into the Arming room. His esquire waited to dress him in clean feathern tunic and breeches, and lower a bronze-ringed hauberk over his yellow-blond head. Bronze shod boots, helm and sword completed the array, and his feet sent a metallic ring about the stone walls as he traversed the short passage to his appointed place. Without looking at the tapestried walls or the tall leaded windows with their multitudes of small glass panes, he stepped upon the dais and seated himself in the unfamiliar throne.




  The buzz of dry-whispered conversation ceased as the courtiers awaiting him let out their breath in a mighty sigh. The sight of him wearing the gold-threaded cloak confirmed the flying rumors. Egon raised a hand to signal the approach of the first informant, and begin the ancient ritual. The first Old Man came forward with his messages of the day. He bowed as low as ancient bones could bend and shuffled forward to whisper. “O Noble Prince—O Guardian of the Power of Rast—hear these the words of Lorrin concerning the Palace.”




  “Go on, gentle Lorrin.”




  “Three babes were born yesterday—four oldsters died.” He paused. “There is...I have heard....”




  Egon regarded him patiently. “Yes. Speak on.”




  “Some people have fear. Do you hold the magic in check, Noble Prince?”




  Would that he did. Would that he did not dread to master it. “That will take some time, Lorrin. You may tell those people that I have its measure and will hold it when my father...when it finally escapes my father’s control.” Egon quickly turned his eyes to the closest window and choked back the sob in his throat.




  Old Lorrin backed away, bowing twice at every step, and took his place again in the row of Old Men. The next came forward to bow. “O Noble Prince—Guardian of the Power of Rast—it is said that some people fear the North Folk in this passage time.”




  The passage time! He had heard the words, but never felt their significance as much as he did now. During the interregnum, when one Drogar struggled against destruction and his successor took command of the magic, many evils could come to pass. The Deepning and the North Folk were only those most feared. “Have no care for North Folk, Old Man. I have sent Hast the Far Seer to watch against their coming.”




  The Old Man bowed and backed away. “Thank you, thank you, Noble One.”




  Several more came forward for words of reassurance, all fearful that their Prince was not ready to take up the burden that even now, was destroying his father. Would that he had not the need—that this was only a passing nightmare. He tightened his jaw and motioned forward the last of the Old Men.




  “O Noble Prince—O Guardian of the Power of Rast—hear the words of Mossan conveying supplication from the distant Fishers.”




  “What troubles our wards of the Coast?”




  Mossan withdrew his aged, yellowed hand from his scarlet-feathered cloak and gestured toward the window. “The Offrangs, Noble Prince. They have sailed one of their dark vessels into the Haven of Halleyule and taken hostages from the village.”




  Egon frowned. His father had watched the spread of Offran empire, creeping closer through the years. This iron intrusion was one more threat that could topple Rast while the magic was unchained. “When did they do this?”




  Mossan took a step backwards. “When, my Lord Prince? The supplicants did not say, Noble One.”




  “But it must have happened days ago.”




  “Doubtless, Noble One. They may even have deliberated before sending word to the Palace of Rast.”




  “So the vessel may be gone by now.”




  Old Mossan’s face registered dismay. “Then there is nothing you can do, Lord? What shall I tell the supplicants, Noble Prince?”




  Prince Egon sighed, duty dictated he must learn if this was a pirate raid or a chance incursion. To find out, he must challenge the Drogar magic immediately. “The Brightling Soar will take wing over the Haven of Halleyule. I will investigate the evil designs of the Offrangs.”




  “As you speak, Noble Lord. I shall assure them that Rast will protect their troubled kin.”




  Under the full control of a Drogar, the magic flier became a mighty weapon. Egon sighed at the feeble sky thing he could make of it. But it would serve well enough to see the Haven with his own eyes. As Mossan retired, Egon looked up to see Soule return from his duties. He decided to partake of the breakfast which always followed the audience. He beckoned to the Seneschal of the Audience who came forward bowing.




  “Is the anteroom ready?”




  “Indeed it is, Noble Prince.”




  Prince Egon nodded and took off his heavy bronze helm to lay aside. “Then we shall adjourn now. Follow me, gentlemen.”




  Prince Egon led through a break in the tapestries to a second chamber where a table was laid with ranninbread and wine. He took up a portion of each and urged the Old Men to do the same. They responded slowly and with reluctance at this break in tradition—but once bread had been broken and wine tasted their faces took on brighter countenance. During the short time of informality that followed, the Prince walked about the anteroom to direct questions at those with tidings. He conveyed his wish by look and glance for Soule to step beside him as he flouted old tradition—perhaps the heaviest stone in the shoe of Rast. The Old Men of the Offices were too jealous of their rank to easily give up their daily audience with the ruler.




  “What word have you heard of North Folk?” Prince Egon asked the mail-clad Magister of the Riders.




  “None have been seen this sen’night, my Lord Prince.”




  Egon felt pleased that Soule listened closely to all the business of the anteroom, gratified to see him bright of eye once more, and gratified to listen to his commentary as they circulated about the room. In the years after his son and grandsons had been ambushed by Krachins in the Silent Forest his eye had been dulled with the look of death, his step but a shuffle toward the grave. Lately he’d governed himself with greater resolve and took care to assist the duties that had devolved upon the shoulders of the dark haired Jady.




  * * *




  By the ninth hour, the business of the Audience was over. Well and truly done, Prince Egon smiled to himself, done to death in detail. His father had revelled in knowing every hint and gossip in Rast, but he was not his father.




  With that fact firmly in his mind he ascended the staircase to his mother’s solar, steeling himself for all that devolved upon the Lady Guston’s duty. He should feel compassion for a woman soon to be widowed and made Dowager in her own palace... but...




  A young woman’s voice answered his knock upon the solar door. Prince Egon took off his bronze helm and stepped inside. Young handmaids met him before the bright shimmering curtain that closed off the room to drafts from the stone corridors of the palace. One took his heavy bronze sword and bore it away on a silken cushion. Another lifted his feet from the bronze-shod boots and pulled slippers of scarlet feathern skin onto his feet. The third curtsied low before him, saucily leaning forward so his eyes could descend deep into the bosom of her silken shift. She stood again and with a hint of sparkle in her eye, lifted the bronze helm from his hands and bore it away. The fourth took him shyly by the hand and led him to a cushioned stool beside the Lady Guston’s chair.




  “How are you this morning, Egon?”




  “Well, Mother. And you?”




  His mother was draped in black, a privilege only the soon-to-be widow was entitled to claim. Her cool grey eyes looked at him through a dark veil. “I am told he is at the Joining of the Rivers.”




  Egon nodded. “Since the fifth hour, Soule tells me.”




  He saw her shoulders stiffen at the sound of Jady’s grandfather’s name. “I trust he will not suffer long.”




  Egon felt sure love had never been as strong an issue as duty between her and the Drogar; it doubtless spurred her jealous opposition to his own wish for happiness.




  “He has not surrendered to the magic, Mother. He may fight it for many days, but I came to see how you were taking the news. I hope it will not increase your pain.”




  “Life is such a burden to me. It would not distress me to have such a fate as he. I sleep but poorly. I eat very little.”




  “Are your handmaidens attending you well?”




  “Should they not? What have you heard?”




  “Nothing, Mother. I merely ask after your welfare.”




  The Lady Guston lowered her needlework to her lap and looked at him shrewdly. “Is there one you want? You have only to ask.”




  “No, Mother.”




  She knew perfectly well his heart resided with Jady, but was always alert to ambush it. She was a stern sentry for the course fate decreed. She had already set the plan in motion that hung over the heads of those-to-be Drogar.




  “My brother, of Easderly, will have had my letter a month,” she said.




  “I supposed so Mother.”




  “I earnestly conveyed your wishes for his health and happiness.”




  “Thank you, that was thoughtful.”




  “What else have I...but to be thoughtful of others? What is left to me in life but the care and consideration of my family duty?”




  “The Princess Agatha is well?”




  “I expect to hear by return of posting rider. When my brother Petrarch wrote me at Misterhay she was indisposed with a soreness in her throat.”




  He regarded her with new eyes; his mother had once been a Princess, sent from the East to marry a Drogar. No impulse had she to flout the rule of ages. “Yes, I asked you to write of my earnest solicitation for her recovery.” He knew he should feel a genuine concern for this cousin’s welfare, but...she would become his concern all too soon. “And what about the Gamelyn?”




  “Ah, the child. I should love to see him.”




  “Would you, Mother? I trust you invited him? He can learn our parochial ways in far off Westerlands and amuse the Easderly court upon his return.”




  “I hinted at my desire, but it will be enough expense for my brother to equip a caravansi suitable to bring the Princess Agatha for you.”




  Prince Egon’s mood clouded. His thoughts flew like migrating birds, twisting and turning as the predators of evil knowledge snapped about them. Hopes of happiness with Jady fluttered within his breast—but his mother knew his heart only too well. Knew and was resolved to destroy his wish, for only a princess of their kin could bear a Drogar’s heir.




  

  Chapter Four




  In the silence of his chamber, while the palace dwellers enjoyed their lunchtime quiet, Prince Egon drew heavy brocade drapes across his balcony window. He sealed the brocade with cobwebs of fine thread—silver vibration that kept secrets deep within its mesh. Not even a gnat hovering outside should see his actions—not even a phantom gnat with eyes of some malevolent foreign sorcerer. This was the first time he had summoned the Power without his father’s guidance. He must master any weakness in his heart and fix thoughts of honour and goodness in his mind.




  He lit the lamp of mystic light—its glow a deep red that never wavered, never flickered in the strongest draft, and seated himself naked and cross-legged on the floor. The illumination would form the substance of enchantry, and the only shadow it cast within the chamber was the shadow of the Prince upon the bare stone wall.




  He fixed his eyes upon the saffron enabler crystal his father had given him and regulated his breath. He drew out his mind into a single thought and suspended it like a fly upon a web—in open, empty space where all possibility became actual, and all actuality existed in a single time. Little by little and structure by structure, he built a shape in the eye of his mind—waiting like the string of a harp for the thought to play upon it. He dreamed the head; he dreamed the tail; he dreamed the talons each with sharp pointed claw of gleaming ivory—and last of all he dreamed long pointed wings that could grip the weak flesh of the sky.




  When the dream was done he sent his mind to dwell behind the mind of its eye. He was now the Brightling Soar and yet not of it. Launched by the mesh of thought, launched through the thick stone walls of the Palace into the sky beyond, he and the Soar were one. When the sharp pointed wings rode the swirling mountain-twisted currents of the sky, no shadow remained upon the chamber wall.




  In a courtyard of the smallest wing of the Palace below, he saw a small boy look up and point. Egon willed the words to reach him. “Mama! See the flash of silver beneath the edge of cloud! See the Bright Soar flying.” But the mother looked up at emptiness.




  Sailing through the thoroughfares of the sky, riding the white cloud tops, Egon first set course for Rast’s far eastern lands, the wide plains of flower and shrub that furnished forage for the featherns in the distant Undulains. Here he quartered the sky till at last he saw the tents in ancestral campments far below. Generations before, the Riders had ridden out of the Undulains and conquered every people round about— enslaved their bright maiden girls so that every womb bore a son of Rast—suckled none but the offspring of bronze sword bearers—spearhead of Drogar magic. To the senses of the Soar, the very exhaled breath carried messages of need and desire in the people’s thought. He committed them to memory.




  Egon absorbed this knowledge in the winged magic and then wove his pathway wider. He saw shapes upon the distant hills, green six-legged pickabacks, each with a leather clad Rider upon its shoulders. They rode among flocks of featherns, slowly not to startle and to panic them. Though the featherns were gentle beasts their senses were too dull to feel the passage of the Soar, their wide round eyes didn’t look upward, and their long necks continued to bob with the rhythm of their bipedal stride. At the very top of the highest hill sat a watcher and Egon swooped low overhead to glimpse what expanse of plain, what fold of ridge and hollow, the sentry guarded. No shadow, no whisper of air, no breeze against the cheek disturbed the man, but when the pickaback cocked its ears and stirred guardedly, its rider knew to raise his hand in a protective sign against the sky.




  Egon climbed up again into the white clouds and circled within the vapor currents that played above the stretches of Undulain beyond the vision of the sentry. No danger stirred within the Soar’s long sight—not even wandering mobs of North Folk. Reassured they had not yet been released by the Drogar’s withdrawal into quarantine, he retraced his course and butted head against the wind. Long pointed wings reached upwards through lofty crags of air as the Prince sought height to brave the air torrents of the Foghead mountains.




  As he passed once again above the Palace, the eagles of the upper air made way and screamed anger from a distance. The rock goats on the mountain’s flanks stopped their chewing of the hard and woody cud to watch him pass. Far below he saw a small group of foresters, their pickapacks burdened down with firewood for the Palace, and his thoughts immediately turned to Jady. What if he should turn aside, even for a moment, to see if she was safe? He banked the Brightling Soar, but then hesitated to interfere in her duty. She may be invisible still within the forest darknesses. Worse, she could be climbing up to Deepning. He might give her presence away.




  He straightened his course westward toward the coast. Above the granite canyons of the mountains he soared—from tip of snow-wrapped peak to snow-wrapped peak—and bore the hard ice pellets of the alpine storm against his beardless cheek. The wind shrieked as if it would claw the pointed wings into its grasp—tumble him headlong down a waterfall of turbulence to the broken rocks below. Updrafts surged above the rocky ridges and bounced him on stomach-wrenching on fountains of air. A phalanx of mountains arrayed before him, rank after rank of stone—granite backing those of quartzite standing fast with grainy limestone. Then, serried rows of sandstone teeth, bared against the timeless wear of eons—caltrops placed beneath his wings. An army of stone in desperate defense against the leveling of time and weather. He soared above them all.




  In the deep canyon valley between the mountains he glimpsed the village of the Mountlanders, peaceful folk of berry patch and cream bestowing moolers. Safe in their mountain fastness they treated and traded with the men of Rast as equals—though into the plains beyond they never ventured. He liked the Mountlanders. Were he not the Prince of Rast he’d rather be a moolherd upon a rocky peak, cheese fattened, red-cheeked, with laughing eyes upon his golden children. Children who could laugh and love, not confined to duty by the imperatives of furrow, bronze, and war.




  Scraping the sky above the last range of mountains he looked down many leagues to the shoreline beyond. He saw no Fishers from this height, nor their seaweed roofed cottages, nor the sewn wooden planks of their sturdy dories, nor the dried and smoked offerings of their nets. He saw no signs of merchants upon the mountain climbing paths of trade, and scanned carefully for the brown smudges that told of Offrangs in their clanking, stinking galleys.




  He twisted the Brightling Soar to slope the wings and bend the air toward Halleyule. He descended in a long swooping glide, the air whistling and throbbing in the ears of the Brightling Soar. As he swept like an avalanche down the mountain slopes—an avalanche of silver flying low over the alpine meadows, swift shadow casting, bird frightening, marmot chasing—his heart pounded in the naked thrill of flight.




  He stared forward to identify the Haven of Halleyule; planning the course which would take him once across it. One pass of the dark stinking galley of the Offrangs was all he dared. The iron minds of their suspicion could tell of the Brightling Soar—though their eyes could no more see it than they could see beauty or honor. Only propositions conceived of by their alchemy could they own or recognize...only the plunder of empire pleased their foul hearts, stolen, cheated, or looted from honest folk. Rumor told that their ships could hold a monster of red-hot bolts, hurled upon the air. Spitting fury faster than the lovely Jady could loose off arrows—and he dare not chance such random evil.




  As he decided his actions, the Haven of Halleyule spread out before him. Two arms of golden sand reached out to embrace the white sea horses that tossed and gamboled across the bar. Waves glided inshore across an aquamarine pool of rippling waters. Beyond might rage the storms of Ocean but safe within the haven’s arms all vessels lay secure at anchor. But as he beheld its blue expanse, he saw the benign water sullied. At the very center lay a black hued hull besmirched by soot and rust. The smoke belching behemoth of the Offrangs lay at unwelcome anchor in the bay. This corsair had not merely stolen sheltered water—it had claimed it. With the senses of the Soar, the Prince saw this at an instant as he swept past its topmast.




  As clearly as if written in iron words upon the hull, Offran’s intention was clear—this was the first of many. This vessel had no contentment within the waters from whence its black heart came.




  

  Chapter Five




  Jady glided upward through silent trees, her soft shod feet making no sound, her slender body twisting to slip between trunks and low branches. She carried the long sinewed bow hanging loosely in her left hand. Her right gripped a crystal-tipped arrow, spell charged and ready. She strained for any sound not forest-given, alert for warning of Krachins, or Krarks, but heedless of the buzzing spells that fell like singed moths to the path behind her. Those same spells lured the Krachins to the Pools’ evil influence—the magic purpose she must foil.




  The timeless immobility of the forest mocked her bowstring taut nerves. Breathing long, deep-lunged drafts, she climbed to the very bones of the mountain, cold grey ribs jutting between the trees. She stepped across the first outcrops. The next were wider, steeper, but the sinews of root, shrub, and frond still clung to fissured holds. She clambered across increasing barriers until great buttresses loomed above and then she searched for folds and clefts where she could wedge her back against the rough rock to help her climb. Now only trees could grip the ramparts, biting into stone with the patience of centuries. Jady inched her way upward, testing root and rock before she gave them her weight.
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