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for my friend Kristin Olson, who has all the qualities of a good heroine: she can kickbox, she is courageous and clever and intrepid, and she has perfect manners.
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Ahmedri: Sadorian, brother of Straaka

Alad: Beastspeaking guildmaster, highlander

Alden: highlander, coercer

Analivia: daughter of Radost, sister of Moss and Bergold

Angina: Empath guilden and enhancer, twin brother of Miky

Ariel: distorted Talent, abilities unknown

Ari-noor, Ari-roth: shipfish

Atthis: Agyllian or Guanette bird or oldOne, Elder of the eldar, survivor of the Great White
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Bruna: Sadorian, daughter of Jakoby, bondmate of High Chieftain Dardelan

Caldeko: halfbreed gypsy bondmate of Iriny, executed by Herders

Cassy Duprey: Beforetimer

Catrin: coercer

Ceirwan: Farseeker guilden

Christa: Futureteller

Cinda: Norseland shadow

Daffyd: highlander, former guardsman of Henry Druid, brother to Jow, beloved of Gilaine

Dameon: blind Empath guildmaster

Dardelan: rebel son of Bodera, high chieftain of the Land east of the Suggredoon

Darga: Herder-bred dog of Jik

Darius: Twentyfamilies gypsy, beasthealer

Declyn: coercer

Dell: Futuretell guilden

Descantra: she-wolf of the Brildane

Doktaruth: Beforetime scientist at Inva complex

Domick: once Coercer guilden, spy, and bondmate of Kella

Dragon: empath-coercer, daughter of the Red Queen

Druid, Henry: renegade Herder priest and charismatic leader of secret community, father of Gilaine and Erin

Edric: coercer and farseeker

Elii: rebel leader in Kinraide

Elkar: Herder novice, bondmate of Cinda

Elspeth: Farseeker guildmistress, powerful coercer-farseeker-beastspeaker, known as ElspethInnle and the Seeker by beasts and as Elaria in gypsy disguise

Enoch: coachman loyal to Misfits

Erlinder: Beforetime scientist

Evander: son of Cassandra

Falada: Sadorian horse

Faraf: pony ridden by Elspeth in Sadorian Battlegames

Fedan: teknoguilder

Fell: teknoguilder

Fian: Teknoguild ward, highlander

Freya: empath-enhancer

Gahltha: guardian of Elspeth, known as Daywatcher, Avra’s mate

Garth: Teknoguildmaster

Gavyn: boy with unknown Talents

Gevan: Coercer guildmaster, leader of Magi performers

Gilaine: mute farseeker, daughter of Henry Druid, twin sister to Erin

Gobor One Ear: wolf of the Brildane

Grufyyd: father to Brydda Llewellyn, bondmate of Katlyn

Gutred: Norselander woman, bondmate to Helva, mother to Lark

Gwynedd: Norselander king, high chieftain of the Land west of the Suggredoon

Hannah: Beforetime paranormal and director of revived Reichler Clinic

Hannay: farseeker

Harwood: powerful coercer

Helvar: Norselander, father of Lark, shipmaster of the Stormdancer

Hilda: coercer from Oldhaven

H’rayka: one-who-brings-destruction, equated with the Destroyer

Iriny: halfbreed gypsy, half sister to Swallow

Jak: Teknoguilden

Jakoby: Sadorian tribal leader, mother of Bruna

Javo: head cook at Obernewtyn

Jes: brother to Elspeth, killed by soldierguards

Jik: Herder novice rescued by farseekers, killed in firestorm

Jil: coercer

Kader: healer

Kasanda: mystical leader of Sadorians

Katlyn: herblorist, mother to Brydda Llewellyn, bondmate of Grufyyd

Kella: mistress of Cloister Healing Center in Sutrium, former bondmate of Domick

Khuria: beastspeaker, father to Zarak

Lark: Norselander

Larkin, Louis: unTalented friend to Misfits

Leander: farseeker novice

Lei: Beforetime laboratory assistant

Lidgebaby: powerful coercer-empath baby, bonded to Misfit group in Henry Druid’s secret encampment

Lina: beastspeaker

Linnet: powerful coercer-knight

Llewellyn, Brydda: rebel leader formerly of Aborium, now right hand of Dardelan in Sutrium, son of Katlyn and Grufyyd

Lo: Obernewtyn horse

Luthen: brother to the Red Queen

Malik: treacherous rebel leader

Marisa: second wife to Lukas Seraphim, scientist who resurrected Beforetime brain scan machine called Zebkrahn

Maruman: one-eyed cat, friend of Elspeth, known also as Yelloweyes and Moonwatcher

Maryon: Futuretell guildmistress, highlander

Masterton, Petr: Beforetime assistant to director of government complex in Old Scotia

Matthew: farseeker with deep probe abilities, slave in the Red Land

Merret: powerful coercer with beastspeaking Talent, heartfasted to Blyss

Miky: Empath guilden and twin sister to Angina, gifted musician

Miryum: leader of the coercer-knights

Moss: son of deposed head Councilman Radost

Mouse: son of Sabatien

Nerat: Agyllian healer

Noviny: former Councilman of Saithwold and grandfather to Wenda

Obernewtyn, Jacob: wealthy Beforetime friend and benefactor of Hannah Seraphim

Okan: defective with healing Talent washed ashore on the Land

Olinden: teknoguilder

Oma: Norselander, first shipmate to Helva, shipmaster

Per Vallon: Norseland village leader and kinehelt or king’s hand

Powyrs: captain of the Cutter

Radost: head Councilman of Sutrium, father of Analivia, Moss, and Bergold

Rasial: white dog with coercive abilities

Reul: teknoguilder

Reuvan: former seaman, right hand to Brydda Llewellyn

Rheagor: pack leader of the Brildane

Roland: Healer guildmaster

Rolf: chieftain of Halfmoon Bay

Rushton: master of Obernewtyn, half brother of Stephen Seraphim, Misfit with latent Talent

Sabatien: ex-Herder priest, father of Mouse, leader of Norseland rebels

Salamander: slave trader and mysterious shipmaster of the Black Ship, ally of Ariel

Sarn: farseeker

Seely: unTalented girl, once nanny to Gavyn, now companion and assistant to Jak

Selmar: Talented Misfit killed by Ariel’s mad dogs

Sendari: horse who travels with the gypsies

Seraphims: Hannah, director of the Beforetime Reichler Clinic; Lukas, first master of Obernewtyn; Michael, son of Lukas and Marisa, father to Rushton and Stephen

Sharna: dog and friend to Elspeth

Sover: coercer with a secondary Talent for empathy

Straaka: Sadorian tribesman under Jakoby, heartfasted to Miryum

Swallow: D’rekta of the Twentyfamilies gypsies; half brother to Iriny, grandson of Maire

Tomash: farseeker

Vega, Madam: head guardian at Obernewtyn, killed while trying to torture Rushton

Vinderlin: mare who travels with the gypsies

Wenda: granddaughter of Noviny

Wila: farseeker

Zade: stallion, Obernewtyn horse

Zarak: beastspeaker and farseeker, son of Khuria
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I HAD BEEN told by the futuretellers that I would have to leave behind all those I loved when I left Obernewtyn to complete my quest, but the Fates often unfold events in ways that none can guess. My mind was on this and the companions Atthis had sent me as I made my way around the Skylake.

Trees grew thickly where I walked, and I could catch only a glimmer of the lake through the dense foliage. But I knew how it looked. I had first seen it from above when I approached the Valley of the Skylake. It had been a strange and marvelous sight, but also eerie, because a past-dream had shown me that it had once been a Beforetime storage for weaponmachines. They had long since taken flight—in the dream, I had seen them fly—a flock of narrow, deadly birds that rained down poisons and fire on some hapless distant place. The storage had been left open and, I assumed, had gradually filled up with water to become a lake.

I thought of other remnants of the Beforetimers that I had seen—the huge dark storage space under Ariel’s house on Norseland, the complex beneath the ruins of a Beforetime city that had become Oldhaven—and wondered how many more hidden pockets and niches had escaped destruction in the devastated world.

Sentinel was in such a place, I thought, remembering another dream of a misty chasm.

I drew a deep breath and shook my head to clear it of clouds and dreams before focusing and sending out a farseeking probe tuned to Maruman’s strange mind. This was my third attempt, but no matter how hard I concentrated, it would not locate. No doubt the old feline was sound asleep, though it would be just like him to shut his mind to me out of sheer contrariness. As far as I knew, I had not especially vexed him that day, but sometimes it took very little to rouse his ire.

Ever elusive, he was even more so when possessed by one of the fits that claimed him from time to time. I was always alert to any sign of their approach, because in such a state, he wandered, insensible of danger. In ordinary circumstances, that was troubling enough, but to have him wandering out of his mind in the taint-streaked High Mountains, when I must journey inexorably onward, was especially worrying. And it seemed that he had been vague and distant ever since we had left the wolf vale to come to the Skylake, where we had been bidden by the pack leader to wait until he decided whether or not the Brildane would accede to my request to travel with us.

In the end, I had no alternative but to trust that whatever his state, Maruman’s fate was linked to mine and had been linked from the moment the Agyllian bird Atthis had appointed him one of my guardians. I did not think that link would be so easy to break, even if we should desire it.

I tried one final time to locate him, turning in one full slow circle and scanning the trees about me before finally giving up.

Then I sat down on a rock to decide what to do.

Aside from being worried about Maruman’s state of mind, I had badly wanted to speak to him about the wolves. Given the Brildane’s loathing and mistrust of humans, I was uneasy at the thought of them arriving to find a whole pack of humans I had not mentioned were waiting with me. Rheagor might regard it as a betrayal and simply order his wolves to attack. Worse, he could turn away without even coming to inform me of his decision.

I had not mentioned the others to the wolves, of course, because at that point, I had not known they would be here. But would Rheagor give me the chance to explain that? In truth, I was still reeling from the surprise of finding the others here.

When Maruman and the Herder dog Darga appeared beneath my window one misty night to summon me to the final stage of my quest, I left Obernewtyn without saying a word to anyone. I had done so, believing I would never again see Rushton nor any of the people I had come to care about. It had near torn my heart out, but I had done it because Maruman said my quest depended on it.

When I learned I was not to return to the Land, I had wondered if I would ever see human folk again, for none were known to dwell in the inimical High Mountains, taint streaked and perilous as they were, and beyond them lay only vast terrible, lifeless Blacklands. I had thought then that the promised companions would be beasts, especially after Maruman had made me seek out the wolves and ask them to go with me. I had come to the Valley of the Skylake seeking Gahltha, and without warning, I had discovered two people here, cooking their nightmeal over a campfire.

Astonished and dismayed, I had resolved to use coercivity to drive the couple away as much for their own safety as for my purposes. Then the fire flared and I had recognized the handsome, saturnine face of the Twentyfamilies gypsy leader, Swallow.

When I revealed myself to him, I had discovered that he was not in the least surprised to see me. Indeed, he had been waiting for me. Given that he had long had some inkling of my quest and might even be part of it, since he had been more than once been summoned to rescue me over the years, I might have accepted that his presence was reasonable and maybe even inevitable. But for the fact that he was not alone.

After greeting me, he had waved a careless encompassing hand at the woman standing by the campfire, and only when she offered her intense, enigmatic smile did I recognize Analivia, the yellow-haired daughter of the powerful and corrupt councilman Radost. Long estranged from her father, she had once rescued me from a savage whipping at the hands of one of his soldierguards.

Before I could ask why she had come here, Gahltha had emerged from the trees behind her and came to nuzzle my ear. I had felt a rush of relief, and Maruman, irritated by my emotions, had sunk his claws into my shoulder and leaped down with a hiss to vanish into the trees.

I had not seen him since, but I told myself he would not go far. Indeed there were only trees up this end of the valley, and given their rarity in the High Mountains, I doubted he would be eager to abandon them. I could easily imagine him draped along some high branch, watching me with one ironic yellow eye.

I sighed and gave up fretting about the old cat. Closing my eyes, I immersed myself in the memory of those first few moments after I had discovered the others, needing to relive them to properly take in all that I had been told, for I had been too numb with shock to listen properly.

“You must be famished and chilled besides,” Swallow said calmly, ushering me toward the fire. “Your pack and the other things Gahltha carried on his back are just over there with our things.”

I wanted to ask about the stone sword, but I was distracted by a movement out of the corner of my eye. I turned to see Dameon making his way around the lake, one hand resting lightly on the flank of the little mountain horse Faraf, whom I had ridden in the Battlegames in Sador.

I followed the approach of the blind empath, who was my dearest friend, with a tumble of conflicting emotions. I had not had the chance to see him for many sevendays before my departure from Obernewtyn because he had been late returning from a journey to the Westlands. This had spared me the immediate wrench of leaving him as I had left Rushton, without a single word of farewell, but I had been devastated by the knowledge that I would never see him again.

And now here he was.

My eyes blurred with tears.

“Gavyn is here, too,” Swallow said as we watched Dameon and the sturdy little pony approach us. “He is off foraging with Rasial. Despite his lack of sparkling conversation, the lad has proven adept at it, which is fortunate since these mountains offer so little bounty.”

“Gavyn and Rasial are here, too?” I echoed foolishly.

Dameon faltered to a stop and was now turning his head this way and that. Not in order to see or hear, I knew, but because he sensed my presence and was trying to locate me. My control over my emotions was so erratic that he always felt my presence, and it suddenly struck me how odd this was, for I never thought of myself as an emotional person.

Dameon’s head turned unerringly to me, and his wide, generous mouth curved up at the ends as he made his way directly toward me. Despite everything, I felt myself beginning to smile, too.

“Them and that mad owl that sits and sleeps on the boy’s shoulder when it is day,” Swallow continued, “though it seems to like this place well enough, for it has not bothered to use the lad as a perch since they arrived.”

I took two steps forward into Dameon’s open arms and let him enfold me. The hard muscles in his arms surprised me, for he had always been so gentle. But I was glad of the firmness of his hold, for my knees felt decidedly unsteady. For a blessed, lovely moment his empathic warmth flowed into me and around me, but then he put me determinedly away from him.

“It is very good to see you,” he murmured softly, but with the edge of irony that always tinged words connected to sight, when he used them.

“I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye,” I said.

“I know,” he replied. “I know everything.”

I stared at him. “What do you mean?”

“I know you go to tryst with a Beforetime computermachine called Sentinel that controls terrible weaponmachines that have the power to destroy all that remains of our poor battered world.”

I gaped and swallowed, and looked from him to Swallow and Analivia, who were nodding. I felt dizzy as I struggled to drag my scattered wits together, and truly I did not know what to say. I had been bidden to keep my quest a secret all these long years since Atthis had first revealed it to me, and I could not imagine how they had come to know of it, nor what it might mean that they did.

“What are all of you doing here?” I finally asked.

“Waiting for you, of course,” Swallow said with a mischievous grin that reminded me discomfitingly of the time he had used a kiss to silence me when soldierguards were hunting us.

“Why?” I asked.

“We are to go with you and help you,” said Dameon.

“Who told you about Sentinel?” I demanded.

“I did.” It was the yellow-haired Analivia. “I dreamed about Sentinel the first night I came to the Skylake.”

“It is dreams with us all,” Dameon said. “For my part, last year a voice spoke in my dreams bidding me learn to ride for your sake. The next day Faraf offered to teach me. I decided the dream must have been some sort of true dream, or maybe a foretelling. I did not speak of it to you because the dream voice had warned me sternly to keep it to myself. I felt somewhat absurd until I learned that a voice in a dream had prompted Faraf to teach me to ride. She had been trying to tell me all along, but I was less adept at communicating with her then, for much of the signal speech people use to communicate with animals relies on visual signals. But bit by bit we found ways to replace them with signals that could be felt or heard, and now we understand one another very well, don’t we, my little beauty?” He smiled at Faraf, who lipped at his shoulder lovingly before offering me a shy, reverent greeting.

I reached out dumbly to stroke her.

“As for me,” Swallow continued, “I long ago saw that I would stand by you at the end, in the place where the ancient Twentyfamilies promises were first spoken.” Swallow sniffed and frowned, then squatted to stir the contents of a blackened pot suspended over the flames. “Then last year, the voice of my dreams that had sometimes bidden me help you spoke to say that you would travel to Stonehill and that you would need the help of one of the Twentyfamilies. I would have gone there myself but the seers forbade it, so I sent my sister. Then again the voice spoke a two-month past, and I did its bidding, sending Iriny to the White Valley. The voice said that after she had done what you needed her to do, the ancient promises would be taken as fulfilled, as far as the Twentyfamilies were concerned. But I had a further part to play in your quest. Then one day I saw a vision of this valley and the voice told me that I must come here, and it showed me the way.”

“Iriny told me that you were coming up to the White Valley to choose an heir because your seers had seen that you would never father a child,” I protested.

“The exact wording was that I would never father a child who would lead the Twentyfamilies,” Swallow said. “The seers feared that this meant that my seed was sterile. That is not uncommon among us, as among ordinary Landfolk, of course. It is one of the things caused by the poisons of the Great White. But the dream voice told me that I would father a child if I left the Land and my people to serve you, though I would never return. I announced to the seers that I would step down, for the Twentyfamilies need not have a ruler any longer. They can settle and live as they choose now. But the seers begged me choose an heir, for even if the ancient promises that had guided and constrained us for so long were fulfilled as I insisted, it would not be easy for the Twentyfamilies to adapt to this new world and life in which they must discover their own purposes. They wanted a symbol to bind them and to cherish. I saw that they were wise and so I visioned and chose a heartchild. The ceremonies that will enable the child to rule were completed ere I left the Land.”

“How long ago did the voice tell you to come here to this valley?” I asked.

“Several moons past,” Swallow answered.

“Several moons,” I echoed, reckoning from this that Atthis would have been alive to communicate her commands to him then, as she had been alive to communicate with Dameon and Faraf. But what of the voice that had spoken to Analivia of Sentinel after her arrival in the Valley of the Skylake?

“How long have you been here?” I asked Analivia.

“Three days,” she said.

“What is it? You are pale as curdled milk,” Swallow said. “You had better sit down before you fall down.”

I obeyed, sitting on the nearest upturned bit of log, wondering who had spoken to Analivia, since Atthis was dead.

“Finding us here is clearly a shock to you,” Swallow said. “Though I have to say I am surprised you were not expecting us. Me at least.”

“I have not had any dreams with voices to advise me that you were coming,” I snapped, and wondered in despair what they would say when I told them that their dream voices had belonged to a futuretelling bird that had died. Seeing Dameon wince, I made an effort to get control of my feelings and said evenly, “It is very hard to speak openly of matters that I have long been sworn never to reveal because to do so would make me fail in my quest.”

“You have not revealed it,” Swallow said. “It is simply that we were let in on the secret.”

He was right, but as I looked at them, I wondered why they, of all people, had been chosen to help me. Admittedly Swallow and Analivia had saved my life, and both were skilled in survival. And Analivia had some healing skills, though mostly connected to midwifery. But neither were Talented, and Dameon, though strongly Talented, was blind. And why Gavyn? The beasts made better sense, for they had always known what I was, though their knowledge was more connected to their belief that I was the Innle of beastlegend, supposedly destined to lead all beasts to freedom from humans. A legend I had always felt uncomfortably might have been invented and fostered by Atthis to ensure beasts would protect and serve me when I needed it.

None of the three had mentioned the beastlegend, which meant that no beast had divulged it. And what did that mean?

I had instinctively shielded my thoughts, but all at once it struck me that there was no need. None of them had farseeking or coercive Talents. If I wished to farseek them, I would have to form a probe and enter their minds, as I had done with Cinda. I noticed Dameon regarding me with concern and realized that I was leaking emotions.

“I saw you arriving at Obernewtyn in a dream,” I told him impulsively. “You had just got in and you were in the front entrance. Rushton came to speak to you.” I shook my head. “I thought it was a true dream, but you are here.”

He frowned. “I did return to Obernewtyn before coming here, and Rushton did meet me at the front entrance. It is odd that you should have true-dreamed of it, because I thought I felt your presence when he was approaching me. That is impossible, of course. No doubt it was only that Rushton’s thoughts were full of his concern about your disappearance.”

I had dreamed of seeing him through Rushton’s eyes, but that was too complicated to explain. Besides, I felt such a stab of anguish at the thought of Rushton worrying about me that the empath drew back hastily. I asked if there was water, and the little fuss of activity to produce a mug and fill it gave me time to collect myself. It was Analivia who brought it to me, and I drank deeply. Then I asked with trepidation if it had come from the Skylake. Analivia shook her head, saying they had deemed it safer to drink from a stream flowing into the southern end of the lake, since there were tiny water plants growing there. Even as she spoke, Darga sent to me that the water was not tainted, yet I was glad I was not drinking from it.

Swallow gave his pot a final stir, then lifted it from the flames, saying we had better eat before the stew burned. In a short time I was devouring a bowl of rich mushroom and herb stew, thick with potatoes and carrots that must have been carried into the mountains. I had not realized how hungry I was, and the food steadied me.

Between spoonfuls, Dameon went on with his tale.

“When you were discovered to be missing, Rushton at first assumed that you had ridden down to the White Valley to see Swallow, but by the time I arrived, he had learned otherwise. I knew that you had gone up into the mountains, for when I was on the West Coast, the voice that bade me learn to ride told me you would soon leave Obernewtyn to undertake a perilous quest beyond the Land and the High Mountains and that I must go after you. I wanted to tell Rushton this, for as well as being my friend, he is the master of Obernewtyn, nay chieftain of Obernewtyn Shire now, for that matter was settled ere I arrived. But the voice in the dream warned me again never to speak of your quest or the part I would play in it to anyone who was not also to accompany you. It was hard to keep silent when he was so anxious for you, but I told myself that if you had the courage to leave without a word to those who love you, then so must I.”

“The voice told you to go to Obernewtyn?” I asked.

“It did not. I went there because I needed to be sure it was real. I knew it was when Rushton told me you had vanished—”

Swallow interrupted. “Rushton knew you had not come to me by then, because I visited Obernewtyn before Dameon arrived, at my sister’s urging. Iriny insisted that you wanted to speak to me urgently, and I thought perhaps you meant to ask me to go with you, even though the dream voice had told me that I was to follow you. Of course, when I arrived, you had gone.” He paused, as if organizing his thoughts. “I, too, had been forbidden to speak of you and your quest by the voice in my dreams and by the tenets of the ancient promises, so when Rushton asked if you had been to see me, I said no and only no. It was the truth as far as it went, and yet like Dameon, I found it hard to keep silent when he was so distraught. Before I left, Rushton had made up his mind that you must have gone looking for Dragon, or Ana.”

I looked at the lowland woman. “That was my doing,” I told her. “Garth said that you had spoken of wanting to deal with Radost and Moss before they could come up to revenge themselves on you and Bergold. I thought you might have taken it into your head to go down to Sawlney to try to flush them out, so I had Brydda send word to Dardelan. He informed his spy there to keep a watch for you. No doubt Ceirwan told Rushton and that is what made him think I had gone there.” I turned back to Dameon as another thought occurred to me. “Rushton intended to appoint you chieftain in his stead while he travels to the Red Land.”

“Have no fear. He has appointed Gevan to serve as chieftain in his absence. Ceirwan will replace you as guildmaster of the farseekers, of course, and Miky will eventually take her place as guildmistress of the empaths. Until she is well enough, I chose several empaths to work as a team running it. They are young and it will take time for them to feel comfortable playing their new parts, especially given the added complication of Obernewtyn being transformed into a settlement, but they will grow to fill their roles.” He smiled. “Remember how young you were when Rushton took control of Obernewtyn and you became guildmistress of the farseekers? You were the youngest of all the guildleaders, but never did it seem to any of us that you were too young. Only too solemn, maybe.” His smile faded. “Though perhaps that solemnity did not arise from your role as guildmistress but from the knowledge of this quest, for it seems to me you must long have known it.”

I nodded but was not yet able to speak easily of my quest. Instead, I said slowly, “You told me just now you were forbidden to speak of my quest, so how did you explain appointing Miky to replace you and others to rule your guild until she is recovered?”

“Straight after Rushton met me in the foyer after my arrival at Obernewtyn, he had Ceirwan use whip links to search for you in the Lowlands, but no one had seen any sign of you. Because there was no sign of Radost or Moss among those taken prisoner in Sawlney, Rushton speculated that you might have been taken prisoner by them or by someone else. It seems Linnet had mentioned that you had told her Miryum was being held prisoner somewhere and no doubt that put it into his mind. It was after this that he went to see Maryon,” Dameon added.

“What did she tell him?” I asked, my heartbeat sounding loud in my ears.

“That you had left Obernewtyn because there was something vital you needed to do, concerning the welfare of Obernewtyn and the Land, which no one else could do. She said you would not travel with him to the Red Land with the expedition as had been planned, but that you would be traveling into the High Mountains and that I was to go after you, along with Rasial and Gavyn, for you would have need of us. Rushton said Maryon told him I must ride out toward the High Mountains the very next day so that I could join you. He had already made arrangements for provisions for the journey and he begged my pardon for doing so without first speaking to me but that there was very little time.

“I was flabbergasted, for here he was apologizing to me for sending me after you, when I had planned to leave exactly as he commanded. He saw my confusion, but I had just been with Miky in the Healing Hall and he attributed it to my concern for her. He said that I must not worry about the Empath guild, for Maryon had said Miky would make a fine guildmistress when she recovered. Then he asked me to arrange a team to lead the guild for the time being. I had been trying to think how to do exactly that without speaking of what I had been commanded to keep secret.” He shook his head, his expression remorseful.

“I felt deceitful and treacherous as I told Rushton I would do what Maryon had commanded. Later in the day, he came to tell me that he had decided Gevan must take his place as chieftain of Obernewtyn in his absence, for little as he liked it, Maryon had said he must do as he had promised and travel with the ships to the Red Land. The next day, he rose and came with me to the farms to bid Gavyn, Rasial, Faraf, and me a proper farewell. The boy and the dog had already left. Neither Rushton nor I knew what to make of that. I said they must have gone ahead because they were on foot and would move more slowly. It seemed a reasonable guess, but in truth I did not know what to make of their inclusion, for my dream voice had said nothing of them. Yet it had spoken of others who would accompany you.”

The empath paused to drink from the mug of water Analivia gave him, for his voice had begun to crack. “Before we parted in the morning, Rushton said that Maryon had told him you would never return to the Land. He confessed that he had offered to go with me or in my place but that Maryon had refused him, saying he was not needed there but that he had a vital part to play in freeing the Red Land. Then we embraced and I bade him sail well and he said he would see me again, upon his return and mine. Then he bade me tell you that he loved you more than life and always would, whether you ever saw one another again. There was such deep sorrow in him that I believe Maryon must have told him he would not see you again.”

Tears welled up in my eyes and this time, I could not prevent them spilling hotly down my cheeks. I sensed Dameon stiffen at my side, but I could not suppress my sorrow to spare him. It was too huge and unbearable. Suddenly I was sobbing hard, though I had truly thought I had no more tears left in me. It was as if I were letting go of Rushton for a second and final time and the discovery that I had not let go the first time made it all the more devastating, because only now did I see that I had never really believed, until this moment, that I truly would not see him again.

I was dimly aware that Swallow and Analivia moved to the other side of the fire and begun to occupy themselves; then Dameon gently took the mug from my fingers. He set it aside and took my hands in his. There were tears on his face, too, and that made me weep harder than ever, but gradually I felt the calmness and acceptance he was empathizing. I did not fight or resist his Talent. I let it bring me across a sea of grief to a quiet shore.

“I am sorry,” I said hoarsely. “I have known for so long that I would have to leave him but it makes no difference.”

Analivia brought me another bowl of stew, watered into a thick soup.

“Eat,” Dameon said. “You can be frugal later. It seems we might all have to be frugal soon, if the way ahead is as bare as the way here was.”

“I don’t understand any of this,” I said, heaving a sigh and cupping the bowl to warm my hands. “I was always told to say nothing of … of what I had to do. Right from the beginning it was a secret. Only Maruman and Gahltha knew.” No one spoke, so I asked Dameon to go on with his story.

He shrugged. “There is little remaining. Rasial and Gavyn were waiting for me not half an hour from Obernewtyn. Faraf and I had ridden toward the High Mountains as Rushton had bidden, and she scented them and signaled me. When we came to them, she told me that Rasial said the boy would lead me to you. I bade her ask where you were and the dog told her they knew not but that we were supposed to travel to a place in the High Mountains where the sky lay at the bottom of a valley, and you would come to us there. I did not know what this meant but I had no doubt the same voice that bade me learn to ride had summoned the boy. I did not know why a child would be chosen for the task and not someone older who could communicate with ease and protect us—moreover, a child with no horse to carry him nor supplies of food and water. On the other hand, what right had I to question his choosing when I was blind?

“I consoled myself with the thought that we must have been chosen for a reason, though when Analivia told me what she had seen, I wondered what possible use I could be given what you must do.” He smiled diffidently and then shifted back to his original seat.

No doubt my emotions were troubling him. Certainly they were troubling me. All of the cool certainty and purpose that had brought me this far seemed suddenly to have crumbled to ash, leaving me vulnerable and open.

I looked at Analivia.

Atthis had told Maruman before she died that I would learn what I needed to know from those I met in the Valley of the Skylake. I had assumed I would get it from the wolves, but now I was not so sure. “Tell me about your dream of Sentinel. Did you see where it is and how I am to go there? Did it speak of what I am to do with the devices and messages I have gathered?”

“Better to call it a nightmare than a dream,” Analivia said in a somber tone. “I dreamed it a lot of times for a while when I was young, and there was more to it each time. That first time, I saw only a terrible vision of a land laid waste, everyone dead, all of it Blacklands. I thought I was true-dreaming of the Great White but the next time I dreamed it, I flew farther and saw other lands, and they were all burned and blackened and dead, too. Night after night I dreamed of deserts of black sand and lakes burning with witch-fires. I saw forests of trees made of black glass, bare hills littered with bones that lay bleaching in the sun, oceans black with foulness. Night after night, whichever direction I took, I saw death.” There was a long moment when she visibly drew herself from the dark vision she had woven for all of us, and then she met my eyes.

“I did not have the nightmare for some years after that, but it came to me again when I found out my father and Moss had not died escaping from the Councilfarm. I was not surprised, for men like that do not die meekly. I wondered if there was not some connection between my father and my nightmare. Since the time the nightmares started when I was a child, I had heard him talk with his cronies of finding Beforetime weapons powerful enough to strike terror into the hearts of Herders and rebels alike, the threat of which would ensure obedience and stabilize the power of the Council, which is to say, his power, since he was its master.”

I nodded for her to continue.

She shrugged. “You were right in guessing I went looking for my father and Moss. I rode down to the lowlands and camped in the forest near Sawlney, intending the next day to go into town and confront Jude. But that night, the dream came again, only there was one difference. This time a voice spoke, saying that what I had seen was a possible future but that it would not come to pass at the hands of my father or brother and that there was only one person who could stop it. Then I saw a vision of you riding through the mist with a cat on your shoulder and a dog at your heels. It shocked me, not because it was you, but because when my father first sent Moss and Bergold up to hold land for him, I dreamed of a woman riding through the mist, with a cat on her shoulder and a dog following, but her face was hidden. That time a voice spoke to me, too, as I watched the unknown woman ride away into the mist, warning me that I must take care I did not stand by and watch harm done, for to do so was an evil as great as if I had done it myself. At the time, I took the voice as that of my own conscience because I had become accustomed to turning my mind and eyes from the evils done by my father and brother. I saw at once that volunteering to go with Bergold had been simply another means of turning my eyes away. It was the next day that my brother and I came upon you and some of your companions by the road close to my brother’s orchard.”

“That’s why you stopped the soldierguard from whipping me!” I said.

She nodded. “The man who would have whipped you had been foisted on us by my father and he was a sadistic brute. I made my brother stop him hurting you, though I had not acted to prevent a wrong in many years. That defiance salved a sickness that I had not even known was growing in me, and from that day, I began to hone my small healing skills and to right such wrongs as I could.” Her eyes met mine. “Can you imagine how it felt to see the dream that had changed my life again and this time to know that the face of the woman who had been hidden was the face of the very first person I rescued after dreaming it, never knowing they were one and the same? And then to discover that you were the person who could prevent the destruction I had dreamed of …” She shook her head. “It was like one of those moon fair knots you could get in Sutrium when I was a girl, where you can never find the beginning.” She stood up restlessly and tossed her fair head. “All my life, before the dream of the woman riding in the mist, I had done what I had been required to do—out of fear of my father to begin with, and then out of wariness and hatred of them or out of love and worry for Bergold. The dream gave me the courage to act and so I did. Then the Council and the Herders fell and all that needed winning seemed won, yet something in me said there was some greater thing that life required of me, if I could but discover it. Then I saw your face in my dream outside Sawlney and the voice said you were the only one who could stop my nightmare from coming true but that you needed my help. I understood that all of the battles I had fought were preparation for some greater battle.”

“Did the voice tell you then to come here?” I asked.

“It bade me go into the high mountains beyond Obernewtyn at darkmoon, for there I would find someone who would also be seeking you and who would lead me to you. So I came back and told my brother that we were going to Obernewtyn for the moon fair. I knew I could not leave him without protection where our father could find him, so I convinced him to go ahead with servants, bringing the makings of a stall and produce from the orchards to sell and a missive for Garth. In it, I asked that he be housed at Obernewtyn until I returned. I sent all of our coin in a sealed pot, saying to my brother that it was a gift to Garth. The missive asked Garth to use it to set my brother up in some small business in the new shire and to watch over him. In payment for his trouble I offered a scroll I had found that he had desired since I first showed it to him.”

“You can imagine my surprise,” Swallow said, taking up the tale smoothly, “when I rode away from Obernewtyn, headed for the High Mountains, to come upon a woman who turned out to be the very person Rushton believed you had gone seeking in the lowlands. I asked where she was bound and she gave me the sharp edge of her tongue for my impertinence and bade me be on my way.” He laughed and gave Analivia a teasing smile.

She shook her head but laughed softly. “We talked at odds and in riddles for a little, until I got sick of it and demanded to know if he knew where you were.”

“It was cleverly done,” Swallow approved. “For it could have been merely an ordinary query, but to one who had dreamed of voices, it suggested she might be another dreamer.”

“So you came here together and found the others?” I asked.

“We arrived first but it was not until the others came that I had the nightmare again, only it was part of a different dream,” Analivia said. “There was a young cat in it very like to the old cat that you brought here with you, but the dream was not about you. It was a past-dream and the cat was sleeping in the arms of an older woman with very pale skin. It must have been hurt because its head was bandaged. With them was a gypsy girl but both of them had long dark hair and they wore Beforetime clothes. They were in a small dim room looking at a computermachine that was showing them visions of the very same desolation I had seen, over and over in my nightmare.

“The older woman said that if the Seeker who would come failed in her quest, all that remained of the battered world would be destroyed. The gypsy girl said they must prepare all that the Seeker would need to locate Sentinel and make sure it could never be used to bring upon the world a greater and more final doom than they had endured. Then she shivered and said it was hard to believe there was anywhere left that was green and clean, seeing what they were seeing. But the older woman said her visions had shown there were such places left and that Obernewtyn was one of them, but they had been of little interest to anyone and so there were no pictures of them. The younger woman asked how she could think of going back to Obernewtyn, knowing everyone would be dead, even Jacob. The older woman said calmly that she had foreseen that in spite of everything that had happened, there was joy in the future for both of them, as well as sorrow. But above all else, it was her duty to go back. Then she began to speak of the journey they would have to make to reach the land where Obernewtyn stood. ‘I will go no farther,’ the older woman said to the younger. ‘But you will travel beyond that land to another and another still, before your work is done.’ Then she looked down at the cat and the younger woman said that its journeying was done, poor thing, since it had not awoken. But the older woman stroked it and said the cat was traveling in its dreams, as was its gift, and that it would sleep until they brought it to the one who could wake it, though not with a kiss.”

I was riveted by the strange story, for it was evident to me that the women were Hannah Seraphim and Cassy and that Analivia had dreamed of them after the Great White and before they had begun their journey to the Land. Of course, the cat could not be Maruman, even as a kitten, for no cat could live so long, but if they had brought it to the Land, it might be some distant ancestor of Maruman. It might even be that the kitten’s head was bandaged not because it had been injured but because the Beforetimers had been experimenting on it at the Govamen compound, even as they had experimented with the flamebirds. A little stab of excitement pierced me at the thought that Maruman’s strange mind might not be the result of sickness or accident, but of something he had inherited from the cat in Analivia’s dream vision.

I was so engrossed in my speculations that it took me a moment to realize that Swallow was speaking again. “Did you just say the tribesman Ahmedri followed you?” I asked incredulously.

The gypsy nodded cheerfully. “It was Dameon he followed, so he ought to tell that part of our tale.”

I nodded impatiently, eager to hear how Dameon had managed to persuade him to turn back.

“I had just met up with Rasial and Gavyn as I told you, and we were just setting off together when Ahmedri came riding up,” Dameon said. “He had tracked me, he said, because he knew I was coming to find you. I suppose he heard Rushton talking with Alad about our supplies. The tribesman said he had to find his brother’s bones and that he had been commanded to stay with you until you found the coercer Miryum and freed her, for it was she who would tell him where they were. I was at a loss, for neither Rushton nor the dream voice had mentioned him, and yet I could see no way to prevent him following us. Also, neither Rasial nor Faraf seemed troubled by the thought of him or his horse accompanying us. Later I had cause to be very glad of his company, for while Gavyn led us here, it was Ahmedri who made cook-fires and found ways for us to cross places where it seemed no horse could go.”

“What happened to him?” I asked.

“Why, he is here in the valley,” Swallow said. “Like Rasial and the boy, he spends a good portion of his time foraging—not together, for neither he nor the lad seem to have much use for human company.”

I scowled. “I don’t know why Ahmedri thinks following me here is going to help him find his brother’s bones.”

“Maybe Miryum came up into the mountains with his brother’s body,” Swallow said. “But regardless, Ahmedri is convinced that Straaka will come to you in your dreams to tell you where Miryum is. It is hard to argue against that when all of us are here because of our dreams.”

His words gave me pause, for I had never considered that Miryum might have brought Straaka’s body into the mountains. It was possible, for the coercer was prodigiously strong and she would have been able to use a travois some of the time, but it would have been a gruesome journey with a decomposing body. And how would she then have been taken captive? There were no humans in the mountains, other than us, and no beast took captives.

I noticed Swallow and Analivia watching me expectantly and felt an uneasy surge of anxiety at the knowledge that, although all of them had come into the mountains after having struggled separately and alone with doubt and fear and disbelief, they were now looking to me to guide them. Yet how was I to guide them when they seemed to know all I knew?

I thought of a Beforetime phrase that Garth sometimes used—the blind leading the blind—but I did not say it aloud out of courtesy to Dameon.

“Have any of you dreamed of where I will go from this valley?” I asked evenly.

They looked at one another and then Swallow said slowly, “You do not know where to go?”

A crucial question, I thought. “Up until recently, I was convinced that Sentinel was in the Red Land, and the fact that I was supposed to travel there with Dragon and the others seemed a confirmation of this. But I was summoned to the High Mountains at the last minute and told I would never return to the Land, and the ships left without me. It may be that I will come to the Red Land in some guise, ere the end, but I do not know how. What I do know is that the same voice that summoned all of you bade me come here to the mountains to seek out a pack of winter wolves so that I might convince them to accompany me. I know not why I need them, nor where I am to go with them, and yet I have been told that my quest will fail if they refuse me. I spoke to the pack leader yesterday and he bade me come here to await his answer. I think he meant to seek a vision that would give him guidance, and it may be that he will vision of where we are to go. Indeed, it must be so, for the voice in my dreams promised that I would have the answers I needed from those I met here in this valley.”

I sighed and shrugged. “I thought when I found all of you here that you must have the answers I sought. But having heard your tales, I am back to pinning my hopes on the wolves.”

“Maybe the voice from our dreams now speaks to the wolf,” Dameon suggested.

I said nothing for the moment, incapable of imparting the news that the dream speaker—my guide and theirs—was dead and we were on our own.

“Perhaps the answer will come from putting all we know together,” Swallow said.

“I thought that Sentinel must be in these mountains at first, else why come here and why would I have dreamed of the Beforetime women talking about it?” Analivia asked. “But after I had spoken to the others about Sentinel, Swallow told us of seeing the ancient promises that were made by his people in the Red Land, about you, and how he had long ago seen a vision of himself there with you. Thus did it seem to me that Sentinel must be there. Yet I cannot see how we are to get there either, if we are not to return to the Land.”

“We must go there, ere the end,” Swallow said. “For that is where the ancient promises were first spoken. Yet there must be some reason why we have come to these mountains. Unless it was solely to seek out these wolves.”

For some reason a vivid image came into my mind from my past-dream of the weapons flying up from the opening under the Skylake. I looked at Dameon, knowing his empathy would tell him that I was addressing him, and said, “Tell me what you learned of Dragon when you were in the Westland. I know that Dell saw that she had been there in a vision, but did she ever see what Dragon had been seeking?”

“She said Dragon was seeking her past,” Dameon answered.

I frowned and turned my attention to Analivia. “You heard no rumor of her when you traveled to Sawlney?”

Analivia shook her head. “Why do you ask about her? Has she some part to play in this as well?”

“The futuretellers saw us together in the Red Land and I am sure you have heard that she is its rightful queen,” I said.

Analivia shook her head impatiently. “You wish to know what to do next, but surely the answer is simple. The voice will tell us. Either through the wolf or it will speak to you directly.”

I carried her words with me into the present and sighed. Neither she nor any of the others, even Swallow, truly understood the nature and complexity of my quest. None of them had any idea of how long I had been traveling along the road to get to this point, nor of how many others had traveled that same road before me, laboring to ensure that I would fulfill my quest. If they were truly to walk that road with me, eventually I would need to tell them about all that Cassy and Hannah had done to prepare the way for me, but seeing them all gazing at me with eager expectancy, so sure I would know what to do next, I had felt a sudden wave of nausea and unease at the thought that Atthis had summoned them here, long before her death. It must be so, for although the old bird’s spirit was now trapped in some way with the spirits of the other Agyllian Elders, awaiting an Elder capable of taking in their merged spirits, who would then become the new Elder and my new guide, Atthis could not have any way of communicating with anyone now, surely.

And yet, who had sent that dream of Sentinel to Analivia, if not Atthis?

This thought sent a trickle of ice down my spine, and I had felt a sudden desperate desire to be alone. I had risen abruptly, telling them I needed to find Maruman. Swallow had offered to help me search but I had bidden them stay by the fire.

I had all but snarled the words, I thought ruefully. I was calmer now, and having had a little time to reflect, I accepted that they were truly the companions Atthis had chosen for me, and this meant I would need to tell them of the Govamen compound in Scotia where the Sentinel program had been developed and of the permanent Sentinel complex that had been established elsewhere. I would have to speak of images of the Great White that I had seen in the Earthtemple, and I would need to explain that Swallow’s ancestor was the Cassy of my past-dreams and had later become the revered Kasanda of Sador. I would have to tell them about Ariel, who was the Destroyer, destined to evoke the dreadful power controlled by Sentinel and the BOT computers if I failed in my quest. And I would need to tell them of the roles played by Maruman and Gahltha.

And I would have to tell them that Atthis was dead.

There was so much to be imparted that it exhausted me merely to think of it, and despite the revelations of the last hour, my habit of secrecy was so deeply ingrained that I would have to overcome my own reluctance to tell what must be told.


[image: ] 2 [image: ]

SUDDENLY RESTLESS, I got up and began to walk again. I noticed a long lush strip of grass running across a clearing and turned toward it. As I had guessed, I found a stream meandering through the grass. The weeds growing in it told me it was untainted, and besides, if the lake was clean, the stream must be, too, since it obviously emptied into the larger body of water. I knelt and drank from it; then on impulse, I stripped off my clothes and slipped into the water. Despite being narrow, the stream was deeper than it looked, and very cold. I sank into it up to my breasts, gasping, and then I took a deep breath and ducked my shoulders and head under. For a moment the cold seemed to freeze my brain, and then it felt wonderful.

I surfaced, gasped in a breath of air, and ducked under again to massage the dust from my hair and scalp vigorously. Then I climbed out and pinched some lemonleaf growing on the bank to give myself a thorough rubdown before drying myself with my sweaty shirt. Dressed in my trousers and jacket, I belted it and then twisted my hair into a knot before I washed my shirt and underthings. By the time I had finished, I was shivering despite the sunlight falling into the clearing, for there was little warmth in it, and the thought of a fire and some more hot stew was enticing enough that I set off back in the direction of the camp.

But I had not gone far when I spotted Gahltha grazing with Faraf and two other horses on a grassy patch of the riverbank. I recognized Ahmedri’s mare, Falada, and the other was the big, older gray Sendari, who had long been Swallow’s mount. As I went toward them, their heads lifted and Gahltha gave a soft neigh of greeting before trotting to me with a faint swagger that made me wonder who he had been courting. It pleased me to think he would find comfort with another mare, for it seemed that he and the mountain pony Avra had parted once and for all. I ought not to feel sad about this, I knew, because horses dealt differently with such things than humans did, and yet I had felt that Avra’s withdrawal had saddened Gahltha, confirming his belief that as a horse that had been owned by humans, he was less worthy than a wild horse.

I put down my bundle of wet clothes and laid both cold hands and my cheek against Gahltha’s warm neck. The contact and the fact that he had entered my mind meant I needed to exert no energy to beastspeak him.

“I am sorry I did not offer you a proper greeting earlier, my dear one, but I was just so astonished to find so many funaga here, where I had thought to find you alone,” I sent.

“The funaga are your friends/companions, ElspethInnle,” Gahltha sent, his voice a deep, soft rumble in my mind.

“I know,” I sent; then I widened my range and bespoke all of them. “I want to thank you for carrying those funaga who came to help me in my quest.”

“Greetings, ElspethInnle,” Sendari sent very formally. “I am honored to serve your quest to free beasts from their bondage to the funaga.”

I misliked his words, for they reminded me that Atthis had been spreading a tale among beasts for years that I was a mythical Seeker from beastlegend, destined to free them from the tyranny of humans. Why they could not simply be told the truth of my quest, I did not know. It had been one of the things I meant to ask Atthis, but now I would never have an answer. The only thing that kept me from exposing the lie now was the knowledge that it might cause the horses to turn from me, and my real quest was as important to beasts as to humans.

So now I merely said, “I am afraid I have another task first, and one that is like to prove long and difficult and dangerous. I must find and destroy the weaponmachines that caused the Great White.”

“It does not matter,” Sendari sent. “I/we have sworn to serve Innle in all ways until the beasts are free.”

“Did the oldOnes bid you go with Swallow?” I asked.

“The funaga-ha who rides me is lecuna-Innle.”

“That means one who serves the Seeker,” Gahltha explained, shielding his words so that the other horses would not hear him. Few beasts had that capacity, but Gahltha, like Maruman, was strong of mind. I stroked his neck lovingly, noting the shine to his mane, and wondered idly who had brushed it.

“There were many horses that would have been glad to carry a lecuna-Innle, some younger and more fleet, but I/Sendari, was chosen, for I am strong/steadfast and my mind does not bolt or shy easily,” the gray announced.

“I, too, am honored to serve you/ElspethInnle,” Falada said.

“I thank you,” I said gently. I realized my irritation with her rider had faded, somewhat because it had been largely born of my frustration with Ahmedri’s infuriating certainty that I would do what he wished me to do.

Faraf nuzzled at my cheek and said shyly that she was, too, and was glad to be permitted to carry a lecuna-Innle, whom she had come to love, but most of all she was glad to be able to repay me for saving her life in Sador, when I had yielded to the traitorous rebel leader Malik in the Battlegames.

“There is no debt, for I put you in danger by miscalculating my opponent’s ruthlessness,” I said. “Yet he is dead and we live.”

“How did he die?” she asked curiously.

“He died because his allies did not trust him,” I said. Then I asked all of them if they had seen anything of Maruman.

“The Moonwatcher sleeps in a tree,” Gahltha sent. “Shall I show you where he bides/hides?”

“Let him sleep,” I said, relieved to know that Gahltha was keeping track of him. “I would be glad of a few hours’ sleep myself if I was not chilled to the bone from my bath.”

“I would be glad to give you my warmth,” Faraf offered.

Aware that it would please the little mare and glad of a reason to avoid the others and their questions for a little longer, I accepted her offer. Faraf found a soft patch of sunlit grass and settled herself as I hung my wet clothes over a bush to dry a little, and then I asked Sendari to let Swallow know that I would return later. Finally I lay down gratefully against Faraf’s warm, soft flank. Her sweet scent rose around me, and when Gahltha settled on the other side of me, their combined warmth drove away the last bit of chill from my bones.

Dozing on the edge of sleep, I listened to their conversation for a time, fascinated by the formality of equine beastspeech when no human was involved, but eventually my eyes drooped and I slept.

It was a deep, warm, blessedly dreamless sleep and I woke much refreshed to see that the sun was on the verge of setting. I had not intended to sleep the whole day away, and yet I felt much refreshed and able to face the barrage of questions I had sensed the others had been biting back since my appearance.

I roused the horses and gathered my clothes. They were all but dry, as was my hair, for it had come loose from its knot and had dried in stiff spikes full of grass seeds and horse hair. I was in the midst of trying to comb it with my fingers when Ahmedri appeared, arms piled high with what looked to be apple-sized balls of mud.

“Why have you followed me?” I asked.

Unhurriedly, the handsome tribesman set down his burden and gave me a burning look. “You swore that I might ride with you until I learned the whereabouts of my brother’s bones,” he said in a cold, intense voice. “I see you know how to keep your word.”

I was momentarily startled to realize that he was as angry with me as I had been with him! Then my own temper kindled. I raised my chin, irritated that the tribesman was too tall that I could not look down my nose at him. But I kept my voice cool and mild as I said, “I agreed only that you might remain at Obernewtyn. You assumed this meant you could remain with me.”

“Despite your slyness, I am here and I will remain with you until the woman is found,” the tribesman said abrasively.

I gritted my teeth and held on to my temper. “It must be obvious to you by now that the overguardian was mistaken in her futuretelling, or perhaps Bruna misinterpreted her words. For who is there to have imprisoned Miryum in these mountains but wolves and firelizards?”

“My brother’s spirit will lead you to the woman,” Ahmedri said, steadfastly stubborn.

“Since when do the dead speak to the living?” I demanded.

“My brother’s spirit will speak to you when you open your mind to him,” he answered loftily.

I glared at him. “As to my mind being open, it sometimes feels like a passageway full of doors I cannot close. But your brother does not enter.”

“You have not opened the proper door,” Ahmedri said.

I drew a breath to calm myself. “Tribesman, what possible reason would Miryum have had for bringing your brother here?”

“It is said madness possessed her after Straaka died, and so it may be that she had no reason that any sane person could understand,” he answered. “But she is here—I have no doubt, for you are here and you are destined to lead me to her.”

I sighed and suddenly my anger leaked away. “You should go back to Obernewtyn,” I said wearily.

“I will stay,” he said curtly.

He bent to scoop up the round balls, and I followed at a distance as he went back to the camp, arriving in time to hear him telling Swallow and Analivia, “These are firenuts. We find them in the desert lands close to the great escarpment. They are light and they burn hotter and longer than wood. We should take as many of them as we can when we leave this place.” Ignoring me, he knelt and began peeling a light husk from the outside of one of the balls, explaining that the outer fiber could be used as kindling. Analivia went to help him, and I went to the fire to warm myself.

“The Twentyfamilies believe it is possible for a spirit of the dead to speak,” Swallow said mildly, looking up at me.

Half shamed by the way I had flounced off earlier, I could not think how to answer. In truth, to respond properly would have required me to speak about the dreamtrails and the mindstream and the way flesh and spirit were linked but were also capable of being separated. And given what Maruman had told me of Atthis and the oldOnes, my own ideas on the matter of spirits and death were none too clear at the moment.

Gahltha and the horses had come to graze close by the camp, and something made me glance toward them. They were all as still as statues, gazing eastward, ears pricked. I turned to see dozens of wolves pouring from a narrow opening partway up the steep wall of the valley surrounding us, and my heart leaped into my throat.

Urgently I told Gahltha to lead the horses around the western side of the lake and to remain there until I summoned them. I did not wait to see them gallop away. I turned to the others and shouted for them to build up the fire as hot and bright as they could.

It was Ahmedri who acted first. The tribesman deftly scooped up the firenuts and hurled them into the flames, which immediately leaped at them hungrily. Swallow and Ana began throwing other fuel on—mostly bits of wood they had gathered.

I turned to gaze around the valley, seeking a sign of the wolves approaching. There was no sign of Rasial or Gavyn. If there had been time, I would have tried to locate Rasial with a probe, but as it was, I was sure she would scent the wolves and keep Gavyn away. I could only pray that Maruman was sleeping deeply, for if he woke, he would come, regardless of whether he was in his right mind or not, and there was no telling what would happen, given the way he had provoked Rheagor in the Wolf Vale. No harm had come of it on that occasion, but I doubted we would be so lucky a second time.

“Perhaps we should not have built the fire up,” Analivia said when I reached her side. “It might anger the wolves.”

I shook my head impatiently. “Listen to me. Stand close about the fire, all of you, and make no threatening moves when the wolves come. Indeed, do not make any move at all and say nothing. I believe the wolves will agree to go with us, as I have asked, but they are wild beasts and as such are unpredictable. Worse, there are some among them whose hatred of humans edges on madness, and seeing so many humans might provoke them. It is vital that you do nothing.”

I did not tell them that the wolf musk would paralyze them, for there was no time to explain. If they were trying to be still, I hoped they might not even notice.

“What of the horses?” Ahmedri asked.

“I have sent them to the other side of the lake. Once the wolves have agreed to go with us, I will summon them. Now get in position. The front runners will be here any minute.”

“I will stand with you,” Swallow said.

“No,” I snapped. “If you would go with me on my quest, then obey me as the leader of this expedition.” I looked at Ahmedri, and after the slightest hesitation, he moved to stand by the fire with the others. I bade Darga go and sit with them and studied the picture they made, noting that Swallow had his staff and Analivia was resting her hand on the hilt of her knife, while Ahmedri had laid his bow over his knees. The thought that they might have to defend themselves chilled me, for no matter what damage they inflicted, they would not stand a chance against the wolf pack.

I heard the long, mournful howl of a wolf and turned in the direction from which the sound had come. The sun had gone behind the mountains in the west, and the red sky gave out a disquietingly bloody shade of light as the first of the wolves appeared, racing around the lake. I was startled to see the lead wolf was not Rheagor, but the older female, Descantra. Immediately behind her came her brother, the older male Gobor One Ear. The other wolves arrayed themselves behind these two, and as they drew near, I felt their wolf musk freezing my limbs.

“Where is Rheagor/pack leader?” I demanded, trying to inject calm authority into my mental voice. But the wolves’ minds were not open to me. Fear jabbed at me then, for I had not imagined having to contend with the Brildane with no means of communication. I had to force down panic.

“Tha do stink of fear, dinrai-li,” snarled Gobor triumphantly.

Descantra immediately rounded on him, snapping furiously. Hearing her curses, I understood that, in jeering at me, Gobor had opened a way to the wolves’ minds for me. It was a small triumph, until I became aware of the rage and murderous intent of the wolves about me. Too late, it occurred to me that maybe in saying the wolves would have to hear me, Atthis had meant more than the simplest and most obvious meaning of that word. Perhaps she had meant that I needed to get through to the wolves, and whether or not I had got through to Rheagor, it was clear that I had failed to reach the rest of his pack.

“Where is Rheagor?” I reiterated, speaking my thought directly to Descantra and knowing the others would hear it because of the link they shared.

“Speak not the name of the pack leader,” she snarled.

“What am I to call him if not his name?” I asked.

“Tha might as well call that one dead,” Gobor said.

“Dead to the world,” Descantra added bitterly. “That one went seliga and has not returned. Such paths do lead near to the longsleep and those that do walk them be half in love with death.”

I felt sick knowing that Maruman had wandered long and far when he had gone seliga, and it might be days or sevendays before the wolf woke. But I said, “That one said he would return to give me my answer and I believed him.”

“Nor is that one liar or oathbreaker,” Descantra growled. “But all who do walk seliga do risk losing themselves.”

“He has walked seliga only three nights,” I said. “The feline that was with me in your valley has walked longer by far and returned to tell the tale.”

“The pack leader did walk seliga only once before and that did near kill him. You made him go where he had sworn he would never venture again, and that one will not return any more than will this one’s brothers, slain by tha brethren, dinrai,” Descantra answered. The intensity of her focus on me was so great that her muscles were tensed to attack. I longed to step back and put the fire between us, but even if I could have broken the power of her musk, it would have spurred her to attack, not to mention drawing the wolves to notice the others. So far it was as if they saw only me.

“The funaga who trapped and tortured you is no brethren to me, but a deadly enemy,” I sent; then something prompted me to add, “As to your brothers that perished at his hands, how is it that you left them to die?”

I felt her outrage. “The she-pup that did free this one and Gobor was mortally wounded before that one could free the others,” Descantra sent, and for a moment memories floated in her eyes. Then her gaze sharpened and she drew back her lips and snarled at me. “Tha do lure me with tha words, dinrai. For the sake of all other wolves, tha should die, and this one will do the killing.”

“You are a fool,” I snapped. “You care nothing for other wolves. You care only for revenge. Eat it, then, and see the pack die and the world as well.”

My anger surprised her, and I pressed home my advantage, praying I could make her listen to me. “You heard what I told Rheagor. He was wise enough to put aside his loathing of the funaga to find out if I spoke true. What are you that would betray him while he strives but a coward?”

All of the wolves snarled and tensed at this, but I saw from the flash of red in Descantra’s cold eyes that my words had struck a blow. “Rheagor will not return,” she sent.

“And if he does?” I demanded.

“Tha do listen to a dinrai!” Gobor growled at her, and I sensed his madness boiling up. “Th’art as much a fool as Sharna! I will tear out this one’s throat and that do be the end of the dinrai’s lies.”

The name shocked me, for how could Gobor know Sharna’s name? He had not been born when his mother had freed them. And why would they call him a fool because he had come back to live at Obernewtyn? These thoughts rattled wildly through my mind as Gobor padded closer, snarling all the while.

I do not know what Descantra would have done, but without warning, Maruman catapulted into the clearing, spitting and snarling, and then he leaped onto my shoulder, sinking in his claws and warbling a warning to the wolf. I would have thrown the old cat away from me to save him from the wolf’s fury if I had been able to break the numbing power of the wolf musk. How Maruman had managed it I had no idea.

Before Gobor could strike, however, a deep growling filled the air. Gobor and Descantra sprang around to face Rheagor, who was bearing down on them, hackles raised and lips drawn back to reveal his sharp white teeth. The sight was made more terrifying by the red flicker in his pale eyes.

Descantra sank to her belly and rolled over to bare her throat in a show of submission. I felt the submission of the other wolves, who had also dropped to their bellies, but Gobor’s mind was a red snare of anguish and rage. He snarled savagely at Rheagor and then turned and fled.

Rheagor did not pursue him. Instead he opened his maw and bent his head slowly to close his teeth on the throat of the old she-wolf, but he did not bite down. When he lifted his head, there was no blood. Still, Descantra lay still as death.

Rheagor turned to me but before he could utter a word, Maruman hissed at him.

The wolf spoke directly to the old feline, mind to mind, saying, “Nah nah, tha brave little yelloweye. Tha do be courageous but not wise. Save tha courage, for tha will need all of it in the graag.”

“Tha will guide the dinrai to the graag?” one of the other wolves demanded, his tone incredulous.

“This one did see us go with Innle and her pack to the graag,” Rheagor answered.

“What is the graag?” I asked.

“It be the way across the plain of shining poison,” Rheagor said.

I remembered the recurring nightmares I had experienced in recent years of walking over the Blacklands, my legs streaked with deadly poisons, and a chill went through me. “Did you see seliga?” I whispered.

“This one did see much seliga. The Brildane will travel with Innle and her pack to the graag. Many Brildane will die on this journey, Innle, nor will all of tha own pack stand with tha at the end,” the wolf sent. “Death will stalk all who make this journey and it be well fed. But at the end be the place where beasts will walk free of the funaga, if the Brildane hold true. But if the Brildane do not go with the Innle, all will come to darkness and destruction at the hands of the dinrai that tha do call Ariel and tha enemy. Thus for life and hope and vengeance, we do agree to that which tha did ask.”

His words sent a little shock through me. “You … you saw Ariel? Where was he?”

“This one did see much that was as leaves glimpsed in a storm,” he answered.

“All right, then what is beyond the graag?”

“There be the funaga city on a bone-white plain where my ancestor did be held captive for a time, before he escaped to cross the graag and found the Brildane. The city do be guarded by the efari.”

“What are the efari?” I asked.

“Those that do guard the funaga city,” Rheagor sent.

I tried to think how to put my question so as to get a better answer, until it occurred to me that Rheagor’s answer was limited because that was all he knew. But his description of the city beyond the graag was too close to Jacob’s dream city not to be the same place, so I had been right in one thing: The wolves would lead us to Cassandra’s key. “Did you see anything about Cassandra’s key when you were seliga?”

“I did hear tha speak the words,” the wolf answered.

“Where do we go after we leave the city?” I asked.

“Beyond it all did be darkness,” said the wolf flatly, and then he turned his head and gave a huffing bark that brought all of the pack to its feet, save Descantra. “The pack do go to hunt now. Be tha ready to leave when the moon do rise. The Brildane do have little tolerance for bright light, so tha must travel at night and rest by day.”

“I thank you, both for this and for coming when you did,” I sent courteously; then I added, “There are horses by the lake, as well as a boy and a dog who—”

“I have seen tha pack, seliga, and they do be safe from this one’s pack until our ways do part,” he sent. Then he withdrew his mind from mine and turned to look down at Descantra. She rose slowly and they regarded one another. After a long moment, she dropped her eyes and he loped away. The wolves streamed after him, the she-wolf following alone, tail low.

Maruman leaped down and I realized I was free to move again.

I turned to the others.

“I couldn’t move a muscle,” Analivia exclaimed. She was very pale, as was Dameon. It must have been terrifying for the blind man, given that he would have felt all of our emotions without having any idea of what was going on. Of course, none of them had been able to hear my exchange with the wolves.

“It was the wolves’ musk,” Ahmedri said, surprisingly. “Some beasts have the power to use their scent as a weapon. Silksnakes in the desert use their scent to make their enemies feel fear.”

“Was it like that when you met with them before?” Swallow asked me, a hint of accusation in his tone.

I met his eyes coolly. “There was no time to warn you.”

“What happened?” Dameon asked. “I do not feel the emotions of beasts as clearly as humans, but it seemed there was anger between them and great sorrow.”

“You are right, and I will tell you all else that transpired, but for now, it is enough that you know they have agreed to go with us. The wolves will return when the moon rises, for we are to travel at night and rest by day.”

“They will lead us?” Analivia asked.

“Yes,” I said, though in fact Rheagor had said nothing of leading. I wondered if the others realized that this meant we were to go down from the mountains and cross Blacklands where the ground was so poisonous that it would glow in the dark, though presumably the graag was somewhat less poisoned or how else would Rheagor’s ancestor have crossed it? I seemed to hear the pack leader’s harsh voice again, saying that many would die on the journey, ere the end.

Analivia was the first to nod decisively and begin packing up the cooking utensils. As the others began to make their preparations, I went to the packs piled under the trees and dug out of mine clean underwear, socks, and a comb. I noticed that the other packs were saddlebags, made to be slung across a horse’s back and to hang down either side. They were a good deal bigger than my pack and bulging with provisions.

I checked on the stone sword, deciding I would show it to the others when I had told enough of my tale to make sense of it.

I slipped away to put on my clean underclothes and shirt and then returned to the fire to comb out the matted ropes of my hair. Swallow was stirring a pot with a ferocious look while Ahmedri was filling a net with firenuts. Judging by the mound before him, he had spent the time while I slept gathering them. Suddenly I thought of Gavyn and Rasial, but when I asked about them, Swallow said Ahmedri had seen the boy splashing about in the stream some time before the wolves had appeared.

Analivia added, “He wanders constantly, yet Rasial always seems to return with him if we have need of him.”

I felt less sanguine about the absence of the boy and the dog, for even though Rheagor had said the wolves would not harm them, what would they do if Rasial decided to attack them for the sake of the boy or out of sheer wildness? After all, she told me that she wanted to die. I tried to find the white dog, but my farseeking probe would not locate. That meant they had either left the valley or, more likely, they slept.

I found Darga and bade him look for them, and he padded off without complaint. Maruman looked across the flames at me.

“You were brave,” I sent. “How did you resist the wolf musk?”

“Stupid wolves did not notice clever, quiet Marumanyelloweyes creeping in a tree when they came and when they released their scent,” the old cat boasted.

“So they can decide who the wolf musk will affect?”

“Of course,” Maruman sent scornfully. “Else how would they travel with us if we cannot move when they are near?”

I went on combing, until, wincing at a knot, I laid down my comb to tease out the burr at its center. I looked into the flames and thought about the city that the wolf had seen. If it was the same city Jacob had seen in his dreams, then he had reached his destination, for there could be no reason we were to go there save to get Cassandra’s key. I had never imagined that I might truly have to go to Jacob’s shining city, and I decided that when day came and we rested, I must read his journal more attentively so that I could compare it with the things Rheagor had said.

Something else occurred to me. The wolf claimed that his ancestor had been taken captive, before escaping to cross the graag and finding the Brildane. It must be the efari that guarded the city who had captured his ancestor, and perhaps they were the descendants of the Beforetimers whose memories and knowledge stretched back unbroken into that time.

I plaited my clean and combed hair, relishing its heavy silky feel and the delicious scent of lemonleaf, thinking that if a wolf and an old man had crossed over the glowing Blacklands to reach the Beforetime city without it killing them, it must be possible for us to do the same.

Certainly, I could cross some Blacklands and recover, but if I had to walk over vast tracts of tainted land, my body would go on healing me relentlessly, until all of my strength and energy and eventually my life were devoured by it. It would be the same for Maruman and Darga, if I was right about their bodies being able to heal as mine did. The three of us could reach Jacob’s city near to death, with all of our other companions lost to us, but what would be the use of that? I might even have strength enough to find Jacob’s body and acquire Cassandra’s key, but how was I then to reach Sentinel?

Unless Sentinel was not in or beyond the Red Land as I had always supposed, but in the city of Jacob’s dreams. What if, in seeking Cassandra’s key, I find Sentinel?

I shivered at a vision of myself arriving in that city, near devoured by taint and the healing powers of my body, having to locate Cassandra’s key and facing Sentinel before I died. My heart grew cold as I realized that remaining alive and healthy was not the aim of my quest. Nor was it my quest to keep my companions safe. My task was simply to bring to an end the threat of the weaponmachines that had destroyed the Beforetime. What happened to me after that did not matter.

Was that the meaning of Rheagor’s vision?

I felt a hand on my shoulder and then Dameon was empathizing warmth and calmness into me. I let it flow through me, unknotting the snarls and thorns in my mind just as I had unknotted my hair. At length he stopped and sat down on a stone by me, telling me I had been emanating gloom enough to sink a ship. Before I could do more than thank him, Analivia pressed bowls of soup into our hands. Realizing that I had not eaten since the morning, it was no wonder that I was suddenly ravenously hungry by evening. I had already devoured the soup when she offered a steaming chunk of campbread that had been cooked around a green stick. I was startled to find a small dollop of stewed plum in it, for that had been my father’s trick.

“All right, tell us about the wolves,” Swallow said, coming to sit by me with his own bowl of soup. Analivia sat down beside Dameon, and Ahmedri came to sit cross-legged on the bare ground on the other side of the fire.
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“THE PACK LEADER saw a vision of us all traveling to a Beforetime city that stands on a white plain,” I began.

“It sounds like the city that the Beforetimer Jacob Obernewtyn sought,” Analivia observed, to my astonishment. Then I realized she had probably heard Garth and the other teknoguilders discussing Jacob’s journal.

“I believe it is,” I said, and ate my campbread, leaving the others to talk about the journal and Jacob, until Swallow turned back to ask me what else the wolf had said.

“There were some things I did not understand well enough to relate, but I will question Rheagor further as we travel,” I said.

“Did he at least say why we have to go to this Beforetime city?” Analivia asked.

“He did not, but I know why,” I said. “Jacob took something there with him when he left Obernewtyn that I will need to deal with Sentinel. Until I read the journal, I always expected to find it at Obernewtyn or somewhere in the valley about Obernewtyn.”

“You speak of Cassandra’s key,” Analivia said. She looked at the others. “Garth told me it was a love token that Hannah Seraphim gave Jacob Obernewtyn, but how strange that it should be a key that you would need for your quest.”

I did not want to begin talking of Hannah or Cassandra now, so I merely nodded. Eventually I would have to tell them how the Beforetimers were linked to my quest and about the Agyllians, and I wondered how they would respond when they learned that their dream voice belonged to a bird, moreover a bird that had died before we began our journey.

Despite the dramatic arrival of the wolves, my spirits had risen because I had done what Atthis had told Maruman I must do; I had convinced the wolves to go with us, and the pack leader knew the way to the Beforetime city. Once again, knowledge had come to me at the very moment I needed it, and I told myself that here was proof, yet again, that no matter how impossible things seemed, a way would open that would enable me to proceed, so long as I was willing. The pack leader said he had seen darkness beyond the city, but there might be many reasons for that, the simplest being that his vision had not extended beyond our arrival in the Beforetime city. At the least, it could be taken as a warning to be careful when we approached the city and its unknown denizens.

“You have not yet said what went on between the wolves,” Dameon reminded me gently.

“Yes, I thought the older female was going to tear your throat out,” Analivia added.

Before I could respond, Gavyn and the pale ridgeback Rasial emerged from the night with Darga. Maruman opened his yellow eye to regard them briefly, then curled back to sleep. The boy wore loose trousers, light woven shoes, and a coat that hung open to reveal a wrongly tied vest. He had no shirt, his hair was unbrushed, and there was a streak of dirt on his face. He cast off a hempen forage bag that bulged with whatever he had collected, hardly seeming to notice any of us, though when Analivia handed him a bowl of soup and set down some campbread for the dog, he gave her his vague sweet smile before squatting and gulping down the soup hungrily.

Rasial ignored the bread and came to fix me with her pale eyes.

“Greetings, Innle,” she sent as coldly as ever.

Her manner lit a chilly flame of anger in me. “You told me once that you had come to Obernewtyn to seek your death,” I beastspoke her. “You did not find it there, but I think you will find it on this journey. Have you considered what will happen to the boy?”

“The oldOne came to me in a dream and showed me how to come to this place. She bade me wait for the blind funaga and bring him here to wait for you/Innle. The cub shared the dream.” She sniffed the air and narrowed her eyes. “Wolves have been here.”

“They have and they will return to lead us,” I said, wanting to ask what she meant by the boy sharing her dream, but Rasial had already turned away, her eyes seeking out Gavyn. Having finished his meal, the boy had wandered down to the lake. He was just visible at the outer edge of the light cast by the fire, hurling stones into the water. Watching the big white dog pad down to the pebble shore to stretch out beside him, great paws just short of the edge of the water, it struck me that she could no more bear to be parted from him than he would let himself be parted from her. Was the closeness of their bond connected to what the ridgeback had said about the boy sharing her dream? I thought of how I had seen them gazing raptly into one another’s eyes on the farms some weeks past and wondered again what I would see were I to look at them with spirit-eyes.

At last the sun set and the moon rose. It looked like a worn silver coin above the high, sharp peaks surrounding the valley. A thin blanket of mist that had arisen from the lake turned silver in the moonlight as we finished loading the horses; then all of us stood about the fire restlessly, talking in nervous fits and starts and looking expectantly out into the darkness every time there was a sound.

Gavyn gave a hooting cry and we all turned to see the little owl that he had won from Kella winging across the lake toward him, her white feathers glowing in the moonlight. She uttered her own hooting call as she flew down to close her small talons on the boy’s outstretched arm. Rasial had risen and sniffed at the bird, who endured it without alarm. Belatedly it struck me that it was this owl that I had seen the night before, flying across the face of the moon.

“Tell us more of the wolves,” Dameon suggested when we had turned back to the fire again. “Why were they so full of anger and sorrow?”

I pushed my hands into my pockets. “The old wolf that ran off and the she-wolf that led the pack before Rheagor came both wanted to kill me because I am what they call a dinrai. That means a human who can reach the minds of beasts. They loathe us because Ariel was a dinrai and he used his Talent to capture their cubs. The two old wolves were taken captive with the rest of their litter and held at Obernewtyn before the two of them escaped.”

“Who is Ariel?” Analivia said.

I asked Dameon to explain to the others who Ariel was, but after he had done so, he turned his blind eyes to me and said, “Do you mean to say that Ariel was a beastspeaker, as well as an empath and coercer?”

“As far as I can tell, dinrai means any human who can touch the mind of a beast,” I told him. “Ariel was not a beastspeaker, but I think that, like Darius, his empathy—twisted as it was—could reach beasts and he used it instinctively to help capture them. Of course, once he had them, his defective empathy made him slake his desire to cause pain by torturing them. I doubt he used his Talents consciously on the wolves, though. I think he had little knowledge or control over them when he was at Obernewtyn.”

Analivia opened her mouth but something in my expression made her close it without speaking, and I went on. “It is time now for you to make up your minds whether you truly mean to go with me. You see, the pack leader told me that he saw us traveling over glowing Blacklands to reach this city on the white plain, and it seems that it is guarded by a people called the efari, who captured the wolf that later escaped and found his way to the mountains where he founded the Brildane. Obviously that is how the wolves know the way there.”

“Efari means ‘bright ones,’ ” Darga sent, and I relayed this to the others.

“Garth said Jacob scribed that he had dreamed of a city where shining people dwelt. But what can that mean?” Analivia asked.

“At the least it means that the city is inhabited,” Dameon murmured. “But why capture a wolf?”

“What I would like to know is how we are supposed to cross glowing Blacklands without dying of taint sickness,” Swallow said.

“That is why I am asking you to decide whether you will go on with me,” I said somberly. “The pack leader told me that many of his wolves will perish on this journey, and humans as well. On the other hand, the wolf that escaped survived crossing the Blacklands and established the Brildane, so maybe there is some less tainted way that the wolves will lead us. Maybe they can actually smell where there is weak taint.”

“That makes sense, for the wolf would not lead his whole pack out if they are going to perish,” Swallow said.

“The pack goes where its leader goes, maybe,” Dameon suggested, “for he did say wolves would die.”

“What happens after we get to this city?” Analivia asked.

I looked at all of them, even silent Ahmedri hanging back a little, and Gavyn, who had come closer to the fire to sit on a rock and croon at the tiny owl perched on his knee. Rasial was crunching at a tough heel of bread Analivia had put down for her.

I said, “Rheagor told me that beyond the city is a great darkness.”

“We can’t die there because you still have to deal with Sentinel,” Analivia insisted.

“Elspeth does,” Dameon said with gentle pointedness.

“Isn’t what the wolf saw likely to mean that he will die in the city?” Swallow suggested.

“It might mean anything,” I said impatiently. “The point I am trying to make is that the way I will go will be perilous. Knowing this, you must decide for yourselves whether you will go with me.”

“The wolf saw us traveling with the pack?” Ahmedri asked, before anyone else could speak. I nodded reluctantly. He shrugged. “Then we know what we chose.”

There was a finality in the tribesman’s words that silenced us, and when he went to his gray mare, Swallow went, too, and began to check the fastenings on the packs and saddlebags while Analivia looked around the campsite to make sure we had left nothing behind. The owl flapped away and Gavyn wandered back down to the lake to watch her circling it, with Rasial as his pale shadow.

I noticed Dameon stood facing them and I suddenly remembered that I had meant to ask the empath about the pair when he returned to Obernewtyn. “What do you feel when you are close to Rasial and Gavyn?” I asked him softly.

“In truth it is very hard to feel anything about one or the other, because their emotions overlap so intimately.” He nodded toward the lake. “I know from the reactions of the others that this Skylake is beautiful to look upon and yet somehow I do not like the feel of it.”

“You are wise and sensitive, my friend,” I said. “The lake was once a storage place for deadly Beforetime weapons. In a past-dream, I saw great flat doors where the lake now stands. They opened and weapons flew out like a flock of deadly birds. The doors did not close again and I think gradually the rain made a lake of the opening, drowning all that lay beneath.”

Dameon said nothing, and I wondered why he had been dragged into my quest. Or any of them, save maybe Swallow. The tribesman was canny enough but he had his own reasons for traveling that had nothing to do with my quest. Analivia was clever and quick-witted but she had no Talents, and Gavyn was a strange, distant boy with little ability to relate to human beings let alone the wit to understand what I was trying to do. What had the oldOnes been thinking when they had summoned these five?

“They come,” Maruman sent, and I looked up to see the wolf pack flowing around the rim of the mist-swathed lake, fur in all shades from white to dark gray, limned silver at the tip by moonlight, their eyes shining pale with a flash of red at the center. They were so beautiful and terrible that my skin rose up into gooseflesh.
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THERE WERE SEVENTEEN male wolves and fourteen females, some little more than cubs, but there were no very old wolves. Descantra was the eldest, and I saw no sign of Gobor One Ear. There were no young cubs either, and though it might just be the season, it might also be that the pack had split. Certainly I had reckoned there to be more of them when Descantra and Gobor had led them to the Skylake. Had some refused to go with Rheagor, or had he commanded them to stay?

The pack leader came to me. “Come tha and tha pack follow,” he commanded, and turned to lope away. There was a little flurry of activity as we hastened to mount up and follow the wolves. Analivia rode behind Swallow on Sendari and Ahmedri rode behind them alone. He had offered to have Gavyn ride with him, but the boy had refused, setting off at a loose, easy run after the wolves, his face wreathed in delight. Rasial bounded by his side, red tongue lolling. I rode behind on Gahltha, and Darga loped beside us. Maruman lay across my shoulders, sinking in his claws, and Dameon brought up the rear on Faraf. High overhead, the owl soared and dipped.

We were heading back toward the gorge at the southern end of the valley when some impulse made me turn to look back. The mist had thinned and now the Skylake lay still as glass beyond the trees. Two pale stone mountain peaks rose sharply above the rim of the crater, catching the moonlight and reflecting in the water, and they looked like nothing so much as the horns of some vast dark animal.

And Jacob’s journal had spoken of horns.…

We guided the horses over the rubble and into the defile; then the wolf led the way along it until, close to morning, we were standing once more above the valley and looking into it. Bathed in the subtle radiance of moonlight, the lake had an eldritch air. The others stopped to gaze down into it in wonderment, for they had entered the valley from the east and so had not seen it from above.

“It looks like an eye,” Analivia muttered, and Ahmedri made a warding-off gesture toward her that I had sometimes seen tribesmen make, though never Bruna or Jakoby.

The wolves continued north, leading us up a low slope to a higher slope. The latter was very steep, but there was another remnant of a Beforetime road cut into it, which eased our passage, though it was narrow enough that we had to travel single file. Now that I had recognized these flat, broken-edged ledges as the remnants of roads, I could not see them as anything else, but the others, who evidently had not encountered any such roads on their journeys to the valley of the Skylake, merely marveled at the flatness of the stone.

I was debating how to tell them what I had guessed when Dameon suddenly commented that the way was so smooth we might be walking on a road. Then the others stared about with thunderstruck expressions much as I must have done when I had realized the truth. For the remainder of the night, they speculated endlessly about the road and why the Beforetimers would build such a thing in the middle of the mountains. Curiously, although Dameon took part in the conversation, he did not mention my past-dream about the Skylake, which would have given one very good reason why the road might have been constructed. Perhaps he thought I had told him in confidence.

I half expected the wolves to lead us east out of the mountains and down to the Blacklands. But maybe the city we sought lay farther north, for the wolves set off in that direction, following the ridgeline of the mountain range. It might even be that we must traverse the whole of the range to its distant and unknown end, before descending to the Blacklands to seek a city that lay even farther north. That was a daunting prospect, for the mountains farther along the range were higher than any I had climbed, and they were said to be completely tainted. But even if the taint turned out to be mild, and there were Beforetime roads to ease our passage, it would be very cold and we would have to contend with snow.

The sky was growing lighter in the east and the stars were beginning to fade when the Beforetime road ended abruptly under another great rock fall, and the way beyond it was broken and difficult to negotiate by moonlight. The ruddy flush of dawn was showing in the east and firing on the peaks of the highest mountains by the time we made our way down the side of a narrow canyon that had looked as dark as a river of shadow from a distance. I found myself yawning repeatedly and struggling to keep my eyes open as we reached the bottom of the gorge and continued along it. I was not especially tired, having slept well the previous afternoon, but I was not accustomed to staying awake all night.

The canyon widened into a gorge carpeted in a thick, soft white lichen of a sort I had never seen before. At first sight, I thought snow had fallen, even though the gorge was too well protected by the surrounding peaks for it to be snow. Once again I thought we might turn west, for there were many canyons running away from the gorge in that direction, but Rheagor merely led us to where a narrow cascade spilled down the gray stone wall of the gorge into a stream that flowed down a narrow ravine. Darga went to drink from the stream and the others did the same, but Rheagor made his uncomfortable contact and bade me and my pack rest and sleep for the day. He and the wolf pack would return at dusk. He added that if we wished to continue, we should go along the water-filled ravine beside the fall and then head north. He would be able to find us by tracking our scent.

Before he could sever the connection between us, I asked quickly how many days he thought it would be before we went down from the mountains to cross the glowing Blacklands.

“Many days,” he sent, and then he broke contact and loped purposefully back the way we had come, the other wolves streaming after him.

“Wonderful,” I said drily.

Swallow came to stand by me, yawning widely. “I gather we are to stop. I cannot say I am sorry. This walking all night will take some getting used to. Should we take the packs off the horses?”

I nodded absently. Once unburdened, the horses refused the oats Swallow offered, Gahltha explaining that the white lichen was very good to eat. When the horses wandered off to graze in a little herd, Ahmedri built a modest fire with swift skill and a small tinderbox. He made a drink with herbs that gave off a strong, strange scent. Filling a mug, he offered it to Analivia, saying the brew would help us relax so that we could sleep, even though the sun was rising. She took a drink, wrinkled her nose, and then shrugged and finished it.

“I had better have one as well because I need to sleep,” Dameon said, stifling a yawn. “If it was not for Faraf flicking me with her tail, I would have fallen off sound asleep a half dozen times already.”

I regarded him sympathetically, seeing how it might be a good deal harder to stay awake when one could not look about. In the end, we all drank, and it was only as I finished the bitter dregs of the draught that I realized with dismay that Gavyn and Rasial were missing.

“Do not fear,” Gahltha sent, responding to my consternation before I could even voice it. “They are only back in the canyon. The funaga pup found something that interests him, but Rasial is with him and she will watch over him.”

“He has not had anything to eat,” I objected.

“The dog hunts/the boy forages,” Gahltha sent.

I decided I was too tired to waste so much energy in worrying. Lying down on the soft lichen with a sigh, I thought how very pleasant it was. The lichen had a delicate scent I had not noticed before. I gazed up at the sky, listening to the others conversing as they prepared a meal and wondering how long it would take us to grow accustomed to being nocturnal. Maruman stepped up onto my belly and stretched out to sleep. I lifted my head and stared at him indignantly, but he stared me down. I noticed Analivia hiding a grin as she turned back to continue her conversation with Dameon and Swallow.

“If this city Jacob dreamed about was inhabited by people who had lived there since the Beforetime, we would surely know about it,” the empath told her.

“Unless they chose to keep themselves apart,” Swallow said. “Imagine what it would be like to have lived beyond the end of your world. If they had any means of seeing how the new world had turned out, the sight of the Herders and the Council, not to mention the Gadfian slavers, would hardly have enticed them into wanting to make contact.”

“I hope you are wrong,” Dameon said. “Because if you are right about them rejecting the world, they are not likely to welcome visitors with open arms.”

“If they are Beforetimers, they might have healing skills so superior that they can even heal taint sickness,” Analivia said. Then after a little pause she added, “It might also be that only a few people live there. Garth told me once that cities were often the targets when the Beforetimers warred. Maybe most of the inhabitants fled and these efari are just the ones that stayed behind.”

I was beginning to see why Garth and Fian liked Analivia. She thought and talked like a teknoguilder and she appeared to have taken in many of Garth’s convictions, for all her fights with the Teknoguildmaster.

“No one would deliberately make war on cities full of people who were not warriors,” Swallow scoffed. “Think of all the children and old folk and innocent beasts who would have perished.”

Analivia shrugged. “It sounds appalling to me, too, but Garth said that when one of the Beforetime powers was at war with another, it was judged by their leaders that all of their people were at war, whether or not they fought or even wanted to fight.”

“That still does not tell us anything about the efari,” Swallow said. “What sort of people would stay behind if they thought a city would be destroyed?”

“Maybe those who had to stay,” Analivia suggested.

“What door does Cassandra’s key fit?” Dameon asked. He had turned to me, sensing that I was listening. I sat up, cross-legged, and lifted the now slumbering Maruman gently into my lap.

“I don’t think it can be a key such as would unlock a door,” I said. “I already have a device that is supposed to unlock all doors that stand between me and Sentinel.”

“But what is a key that does not unlock a door?” Swallow asked curiously.

“There were many things called keys in the Beforetime,” I said. “One of the small parts of a computermachine is called a key, and tapping on it allows you to communicate with a computermachine. That is called keying. A code is also a kind of key. That can be numbers or words that need to be said or keyed to make a computermachine listen to you. And even in our time, a key can be an answer to a puzzle as well as the code to let you read a map correctly.”

“So this Cassandra’s key could be anything,” Analivia said. “How will we know how to find it, then, and how will you know how to use it when you come to Sentinel?” Before I could speak, her face cleared. “But of course, the voice will speak in your dreams!” In that moment she reminded me very much of the farseeker Matthew.

“We must hope the key is with Jacob Obernewtyn’s body, gruesome as that sounds,” Swallow said. “And that he is in a grave with his name scribed on it, though I do not much relish digging up his bones.”

“What I wonder is why Hannah Seraphim made Jacob promise to keep the key with him,” Dameon mused. “It is almost as if she knew it was important to you.”

“And where did she get it in the first place? That’s what I’d like to know,” Swallow said.

“Probably from the place where the Beforetime Misfits were being held captive,” Analivia suggested. “Garth told me she was very concerned about accidents with weaponmachines that had been happening but that she did not think were accidents at all.”

I stared at her, fascinated. Naïve she might be, but she was clever, too, and capable of putting bits of information together to give her answers. In this case it was the right answer but the wrong reasoning. I said, “There is much I need to tell you about my quest, but I could not tell it all at once, even if there was the time for it. But while we wait for the food to finish cooking, I will tell you of Cassandra.”

They all turned their faces avidly toward me, and I felt as if I were about to perform a storysong.

“I am almost certain that Cassandra is the younger of the two Beforetime women that you dreamed of when you came to the Valley of the Skylake, Ana, the ones gazing at a computermachine. The older woman was Hannah Seraphim.” Analivia’s eyes widened in astonishment, but I went on before she could speak. “It was Cassandra who gifted the key to Hannah before it was ever given to Jacob. That is why it is called Cassandra’s key. It was also Cassandra who first alerted Hannah about the Beforetime Misfits being held in secret captivity. The reason Cassandra knew about them was because her father ran the Beforetime institution where they were being held captive. It was the same place where Sentinel was being developed. I don’t know how she acquired the key, but I think that the imprisoned Beforetime Misfits helped her.”

“What a strange coincidence that the Beforetime Misfits were being held in the same place as Sentinel was being developed,” Swallow murmured.

“Not really,” I said. “You see, the Misfits were captured so that Govamen could find out if their Talents could be used as weapons, and Sentinel was being developed to try to find a way to control people with weapons. The only trouble is that the people developing it had ties to the weaponmakers of the Beforetime.”

There was a silence as they digested this; then Analivia said, “But if they were making Sentinel to take control of weapons, why develop Misfits as weapons in secret?”

“I doubt we will ever understand their reasoning,” I said.

“Was it the Misfits who told Cassandra about Hannah and Obernewtyn?” Analivia suddenly asked. Seeing Swallow’s puzzled look, she explained. “Fian once told me that some of the Beforetime Misfits who used Obernewtyn as a refuge had been stolen from a place where Hannah Seraphim worked, the original Reichler Clinic.” She gave me a questioning look and when I nodded, continued. “Garth told me about it, too. He is very interested in Hannah Seraphim.”

“Say obsessed and be done with it,” Dameon muttered, and I had to laugh, but Swallow interrupted to say that the food was ready. He had cooked something fragrant and spicy, and now he handed out bowls of it. I took mine, thanking him, and as if by unspoken consent, no one spoke of my quest or Cassandra. Instead, Swallow began earnestly discussing the virtues of various spices and herbs with Ahmedri.

Gavyn wandered into camp just as we were finishing and Swallow gave a bowl to the boy and the pot to Rasial. When they had finished, the boy unceremoniously stretched out to sleep, using the ridgeback as a pillow. I left the others to relieve myself, and when I returned I saw that the dog’s enormous paws were twitching as she dreamed. When I noticed the boy’s eyelids were flickering rapidly, too, I wondered what they were dreaming about. I returned to the fire, and Analivia urged me to continue telling them about Cassandra as Ahmedri prepared yet another herbal drink, which he claimed would aid our digestion.

I drew a deep breath and said, “You mentioned before how odd it was that Hannah Seraphim gave the key I would need to Jacob, but in fact, Cassandra gave it to her because they knew I would need it. You see, Hannah was a Misfit with a strong futuretelling Talent and she futuretold the Great White. She told Cassandra what she had seen. It was some time later that Cassandra developed her own futuretelling Talent. We have found at Obernewtyn that futuretelling is one of the Talents more likely to manifest later in life. Hannah began by thinking she could do something to prevent the Great White, but at some point she discovered that it could not be stopped. Maybe that was when she dreamed of one who would be born long after the Great White in one of the few places in the world that had not been destroyed, and who would have the potential to prevent a second and more complete Great White. Me. So she and Cassandra made a pact to prepare all that I would need. Hannah foresaw a lot of my life, and that enabled them to see what I would do so that they could leave messages and other things for me. But in the case of Cassandra’s key, Hannah made a mistake. She foresaw a future in which the key would be buried with her and Jacob at Obernewtyn, but in the future that came to pass, she was far from Obernewtyn when the Great White came, and because of that, years later, Jacob left Obernewtyn and took the key with him.”

“She must have told him why the key mattered if they were in love,” Analivia said.

Despite everything, I had to repress a smile at how thoroughly the lowland woman had absorbed Garth’s certainties. “We know Jacob loved Hannah because he scribed of it in the journal, but we have no way of knowing if she returned his love. Yet they were true and deep friends and it is my belief that she told Jacob that it was vitally important. Unfortunately, she did not tell him to leave it at Obernewtyn.”

“Did Hannah see what caused the first Great White?” Swallow asked. “I have always wondered.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “It is my belief that it happened because something went wrong when the people who created Sentinel tested it. Certainly, not long before the Great White, Govamen was ready to test Sentinel—that is, the original Sentinel developed in the same place as the Misfits were held. Once it had proven itself, there was another computer with the complete Sentinel program situated in a remote and well-fortified compound that was supposed to be the permanent Sentinel. But because of the Great White, that Sentinel still sleeps, waiting to be awakened. It is only a guess, of course, but I think that is the Sentinel I am meant to find.”

I looked at Analivia, who had seen visions of the devastation that would result if I failed and saw that she was pale to the lips. The others all began to ask questions, which I answered as best I could without venturing into other areas that would require long explanations. Finally, I fell silent and let them speculate to their hearts’ content about Cassandra and Hannah Seraphim, Sentinel and the Great White, and the Balance of Terror weapons. I was conscious they were assuming that I had received my knowledge from the same anonymous voice in my dreams that had led them to me. None of them had yet wondered whose voice it was, so I had not told them. Nor did I tell them that my dreams had come directly from the mindstream as visions of Cassy and Hannah in the Beforetime, though never yet Jacob. There were so many things that would have to be told, but aside from being tired of talking, I felt again a weary reluctance to tell them the secrets I had guarded for so long.

When they fell silent, I took up the last subject they had been worrying at. “I don’t know where the weapons are—likely in many different locations. Nor do I know where the Balance of Terror computer is, which controls them. My quest concerns Sentinel. I have to get to it and I have to make sure it can never set off the Balance of Terror weaponmachines. The difficulty is that Sentinel was created to be impervious to human manipulation or control. But I think that is where Cassandra’s key will come in.” I noticed Ahmedri, who had doled out his potion—this one rather more pleasant than the first—had stretched out a little way from the fire and closed his eyes, but I had no doubt that he was listening.

Dameon said pensively, “Hannah must have been an astonishingly powerful futureteller to be able to see so far into the future to know that you would need the key, even if she did wrongly see where it would be.”

“She was powerful,” I said. “But so was Cassandra. She left messages for me in the Land in the form of great heavy carvings that would be unlikely to be moved and were impervious to erosion, but she had to make the messages cryptic so I was the only one who would understand them. Somehow she saw enough of my life to be able to do that. I think she got the idea after she made a sculpture to gift to the Reichler Clinic Reception Center, which Hannah had established in Newrome. She hid the key in the sculpture and sent it to the Reception Center. I think in the end the sculpture was a message of commitment to Hannah, as well as a means of getting the key to her, because in a way, I was the subject.”

“Ye gods! You are speaking of the glass statue that once stood in the Reichler Clinic Reception Center in drowned Newrome!” Analivia said, half starting up in her excitement. “Fian told me you dived down to see the rest of it after you saw the head that had broken off, because it looked like you!”

I gave a soft laugh. “You cannot imagine the strangeness of seeing my own face on a statue carved in the Beforetime.”

“It would be a queer thing, truly,” Analivia said.

Swallow said nothing and there was a pensive look on his face that made me wonder if he had guessed yet that Cassandra had become the first D’rekta of the Twentyfamilies. Seeing that Analivia and Dameon were eager for more, I got out Jacob’s journal, suggesting that Analivia read it aloud to the others. As she began to read, I moved a little apart and lay down again, pulling my blanket over me.

The wolves returned at dusk, and making no apology for their tardiness, Rheagor bade us follow them. By the time the moon was directly overhead, we were threading our way along a stony gully running northeast between two mountains streaked with white taint. The stones were speckled with white, too, and it seemed they glowed slightly, though that might only have been a reflection of the moonlight. Darga had pronounced the gully tainted, but Rheagor had insisted that the taint was very weak. This told me that the wolves had the ability not just to discern taint but also to judge its virulence. It must be this ability that would enable them to lead us safely across the graag. Jak had explained to me once that few Blacklands territories were uniformly poisonous. There were places where the taint was less or had faded and other places where it was concentrated.

I believed that we would take no great harm from the pale gully, given Rheagor’s assurance; nevertheless, it reminded me unpleasantly of the Silent Vale and I was very glad when the wolves led us up a scree slope to a low peak that turned out to be the beginning of a ridgeline connecting a row of peaks that ended in a long spur. This ran eventually to a high saddle between two immense mountains in the east.

A steady, chill wind blew all that night as we made our way along the ridgeline. The sound of it whining sullenly through gaps in the rocks was unnerving, especially since occasionally the wind would utter a bloodcurdling shriek that sounded like the cry of a woman. The moon was fattening and rode in the sky most of the night, clouds flying across its face like tattered black rags. It was a good deal colder, too, for we were higher now, and we were all glad when the pink of dawn stained the sky.

The wind was still blowing hard and I saw great banks of purple to the north that had the look of snow clouds. We were not far from the final ascent to the saddle, which was even longer than it had looked from afar.

Rheagor bade us climb up to the top and wait there until he and the wolves returned. Once more, he gave me no chance to ask questions before leading the pack down the side of the ridge we had just traversed. When I told the others what he had said, Swallow suggested we wait until the sun rose a good bit higher before we tackled the climb, since there was no great haste now the wolves had left us, and this early it was like to be wet and slippery, if not coated in ice.

“It will be midday before the sun strikes the spur, if it shines long enough,” I objected, gesturing to the clouds. “Better to have the climb over with before they spill whatever is in their belly.”

In the end we decided to rest for at least an hour or two and then make the climb, because Analivia had pointed out that Rasial and Gavyn had again fallen behind. Indeed, there was no sign of them anywhere on the ridgeline, which meant they were a good few hours behind us. Ahmedri did manage to light a fire despite the wind and produced a small mug each of a truly foul tisane, which he said would strengthen us for the climb. He promised to prepare a proper meal once we had got through the pass, and then he and Analivia and Swallow fell to discussing herbal preparations. I left them and walked a little way back along the ridge.

I was determined to try farseeking Rasial, despite the fact that my senses buzzed with the nearness of tainted ground. Rheagor had said none of it was strong enough to cause us any trouble, so I might be able to push through it.

Gahltha came after me, nibbling at tufts of lichen that Darga had pronounced free of taint. He insisted that there was no need for me to worry about Rasial or the boy. Maruman had said the same thing but I was too anxious to heed them. I summoned a probe and farsought the ridgeback. To my surprise and relief, Rasial was quite close. She and the boy were not visible because Gavyn had found a ledge path that snaked along the side of the ridgeline.

I saw this much before Rasial ejected me so forcefully from her mind that it made me feel sick.

“I warned you,” Maruman sneered as I returned to the windblown, raggedy little fire.

I said nothing, but as soon as Gavyn and Rasial arrived, I insisted that we pack up and make the climb to the saddle, for I was worried about the clouds collecting overhead. They had grown steadily darker and the wind was colder than it had been when we had first arrived. I did not want to wait any longer since it would be a far more difficult climb if we had to do it in the rain. No one objected, for it was not pleasant or restful perched on the bare mountainside with the wind blowing fiercely. Swallow went up first with Dameon roped between him and Analivia. I came behind them with Darga and Maruman, and Ahmedri came last, with Rasial and Gavyn. But the boy was swift and nimble and in no time he had scrambled past the rest of us to take the lead, Rasial in his wake. We had left the horses to come up last, for they would need to get up speed for some of the steeper stretches. It was a hard climb, not so much because occasionally the angle of the spur sharpened, but because of the relentless, harrying wind. Gavyn alone had seemed untroubled by it and he and the she-dog reached the pass and vanished long before the rest of us. I could only hope Rasial would make sure Gavyn did not wander off while we completed the ascent, but I did not make the mistake of trying to farseek her again.

“Gnawing,” Maruman observed scornfully, and leaped ahead as well.

Glumly, I stopped to rest, telling myself he was right. Even if Gavyn had not seemed perfectly able to take care of himself, Rasial was devoted to the boy and would not allow anything to harm him. I wondered suddenly if they had been deliberately falling behind to avoid the wolves. Now that I thought about it, I realized that ever since the wolves had joined us, Rasial and Gavyn had lagged well behind in the night and rejoined us after the pack had departed for the day. Then they would stay with us until the wolves returned. It was the ridgeback’s doing, I was sure, because the cubs always appeared to be attracted to Gavyn, and although he did not seek them out, he certainly seemed to enjoy their play. The older wolves clearly disapproved. They would snap at the cubs to drive them back from the boy, but they did so without showing any aggression or malice toward Gavyn. It was as if they perceived him to be a danger, but a passive one, such as a frozen lake or a cliff edge. It was different with Rasial. The wolves raised their hackles and bared their teeth whenever the ridgeback chanced to come too close, regardless of the fact that she was female and offered no challenge. Rheagor alone ignored her, but then he seemed to ignore most things. I would have assumed the wolves were shunning Rasial because she had aligned herself with funaga, except that they paid little attention to Darga or even to Maruman, who hissed and swore at any wolf that looked sideways at him.

I might have asked Rheagor about it, but he never gave me any opportunity to question him. When I did manage to ask him something before he cut me off, his answer was always terse and utterly uninformative. Clearly he had no intention of altering his stance toward humans, whether or not he had decided to help me in my quest.

It was close to midday before we all reached the saddle. It was windier than ever at the top, for the land fell steeply away on the other side to a tumble of boulders and broken stone far below. But the nearest mountain to the north crumpled sideways as if it wanted to touch foreheads with the mountain forming the southern side of the saddle, leaving an opening that would have looked natural if solid stone had not been shaped into a perfect arched doorway. It was not a doorway such as one might find in a house. It was big enough for a carriage to pass through and deep enough to be a short tunnel, yet beyond this grandiose entrance lay only a small plateau. It was flat, as if it had been shaped by the machines of the Beforetimers, but to what purpose?

We all wondered again at the strangeness of the Beforetimers as we passed through the archway and went down to the plateau. I was baffled to see that it was raining hard on the other side, but the moment I stepped out onto the plateau, the rain stopped. Only when I turned to look back at it did I see that the rain was a cascade of water running down from above and dropping past the opening. When he came through, I asked Darga if the water was clean and he agreed that it was.

I was relieved because we had passed several rills in the night that Rheagor had rejected, and I had been afraid we might have come to the end of clean water. That I had not worried at the matter told me how differently I saw this journey from any other I had made. I would never have set off on a farseeker expedition without knowing I had enough water and food for myself and my companions, human and beast, or certain knowledge of where more might be acquired. But my quest had always required me to proceed with little or no information and a good deal of faith. In a strange way, I felt the mountains were testing both my resolve and my faith in my quest.

I turned from the weeping archway and gasped, for now I could see that the small plateau offered a truly spectacular view across a great wide chasm, at the bottom of which, far below, glittered the bright thread of a river. High, snowcapped mountains marched northward along the other side of the chasm, snow blowing in long white plumes from their summits. On the eastern side of the chasm, spread out below the plateau, was a great long vale of low peaks. Over it all arched the endless sky, and even the gathering clouds could not detract from the spectacle.

I could not see to the east because the mountain upon which we stood rose up beside the plateau, as did the mountains huddled on either side. I could see no obvious descent, save to climb down the cliff below the plateau, and even if we humans could manage it, the horses could not. Most likely the wolves had led us here because it was out of the wind and there was grass for the horses and clean water. But I hoped we would not have to climb back down the spur when night fell.

The others had begun to set up camp in a hollow to the right of the gate, while I stood gazing at the view. Ahmedri was already lighting a fire in readiness for cooking the meal he had promised. It was always the way with expeditions that people would swiftly fall into roles and routines that suited their skills. No one had elected Ahmedri fire lighter, yet he was better at it than anyone else, and he and Swallow cooked most often, because they were better at it than the rest of us. I bestirred myself and went to help Swallow unpack the horses so that they could graze unencumbered.

Gavyn took no part in any preparation of food, although he often had something in his hempen bag that he had found while foraging. Today it was birds’ eggs, Analivia announced with delight when he had carelessly handed a sack to her. I thought the birds whose nests he had raided would be a good deal less delighted, but Maruman had vanished the moment we reached the plateau and I had no doubt he, too, was seeking eggs and the birds that had laid them. Now the boy was lying asleep on the bare stone, hands out-flung, palms facing the sky so that the fingers curled loosely upward. He looked very young and I found myself wishing I had been able to prevent him from coming. It was bad enough to bring the others into danger, but they were adults, beast and human, and had chosen to come. Gavyn had chosen only to accompany Rasial. He could not possibly understand the significance of what I had to do or the dangers inherent in the journey I was undertaking.

“The boy understands more than you know,” Darga sent.

I turned to look at the big solemn dog, but Analivia was coming toward me. She looked down at Gavyn and said softly, “He is very strange. Do you notice how the wolf cubs quest at him when the adults don’t stop them, as if he were a long-lost brother?”

“I have noticed,” I said. “He has a wild enthralling ability that is probably affecting them. No doubt they can’t block it as the adult wolves can, who strive to keep the young ones away from him.”

We had eaten and cleaned up when sunlight suddenly shafted brilliantly down through a widening gap that had opened up in the darkening clouds that all but covered the sky. I had not realized until then how dark it had become. We all lolled by the fire for a time in companionable silence, enjoying the sun, until Analivia offered to read some more of Jacob’s journal to the others. I left them to it and went up to the weeping archway to fill the water bottles. It was a tedious business because, although the ground about the arch was sodden, the water did not pool anywhere, so I had to catch it falling. I was halfway through the gourd bottles when I heard a shout and turned to see Swallow beckoning urgently. Wondering if they had found something in the journal, I stoppered the bottle I had been filling, gathered the rest, filled and unfilled, and hurried to the hollow.

“What is it?” I asked as Swallow took the bottles from me and handed them to an excited-looking Analivia.

“I’ll show you,” he said, and he took my hand and led me firmly to the furthermost northern edge of the plateau. Instead of looking down, Swallow took my shoulders and turned me directly east to face the mountains behind the plateau. Then he pointed to the narrow gap between them.

I gaped, for from this angle I could see that there was a stone bluff jutting out into the gap about halfway up the southern peak. Atop it was a building, the likes of which I had never seen before. It was too high for me to be able to make out much detail, but it had a round roof split through as if some giant with a sharp knife had cut a thin slice through the center of a pie. The building was so white as to have been made from a block of snow, and with the sun shining directly on it and the dark stormy sky beyond the gap, it shone like a beacon.

“It is the building Jacob scribed about,” Analivia said eagerly, having come with the others to join us. “The Taillard Observatory. He said he needed to go there to see the dream city. It can’t be an accident that we have stumbled upon it!”

“I am inclined to agree,” I said, studying the face of the mountain under the bluff. There was a talus that would be easy enough to surmount, but the rest of the climb would be virtually straight up, unless we could go around the talus to find some easier ascent. I could see now why the Beforetimers had created such a gateway and smoothed the plateau. It was the way to the mysterious Observatory. But what was observed from it, other than mountains, and how had the Beforetimers climbed up to it?

“I told you she would want to see it!” Analivia said triumphantly to Swallow.

To my surprise, Dameon opposed the idea of climbing up to it, asking what need we had of seeing the city that was our destination, since the wolves meant to lead us there.

“Rheagor has no love for us and is miserly with what he tells,” I told him quietly. “He said his ancestor came across the graag to the mountains and I have no reason to doubt that is true and that he knows what his ancestor knew. But consider this: was it mere chance or whim that made him bid us wait here instead of telling us to go on if we liked and the wolves would sniff out our trail?”

“You think he meant for you to see it?” Dameon asked thoughtfully.

“It is certainly a possibility. He might have seen it when he visioned. The question I would ask is why we need to see it, and the only way to find out is to go up there.”

After some talk, it was decided that Swallow, Ahmedri, and I would make the climb. Analivia had pointed out that the tribesman was by far the best climber, other than Gavyn. Ahmedri had not taken part in the discussion and all he said was that we had better begin at once if we wanted to be back down before nightfall.

I was more concerned about the weather than dusk, for the clouds had closed over again and they had a bruised, ominous look.

As we made our preparations, Analivia said cheerfully that at least it would take a good deal less time to come down than to go up.

“A climb down is sometimes harder than the climb up,” Swallow warned, but Analivia chided him for being gloomy.

The landslide that had created the talus must have happened some time ago, for lichen grew liberally over the scree and broken stone. I had thought it would be simple to climb and it was, except from the plateau we had not seen what was beyond the mounded talus: a great deep cut between the two mountains. Swallow threw a stone into it and we listened but did not hear it land. It ought not to have made any difference to us, since there was no need to go anywhere near the abyss, but I could not help picturing it as I climbed.

It was only when I stopped to catch my breath as I reached the top of the talus that I noticed Maruman had followed me. Since there was no stopping the cantankerous old cat from doing what he chose, I merely offered him my shoulder. He quickly accepted, whereupon I made the mistake of asking why he wanted to go up. His claws sank in deep enough to prick me through my vest for an answer. We had left off our coats, for they would be too bulky to climb in.

I looked up and discovered that I could now see only the bulge that was the bluff. The building atop it was completely obscured. I had never made such a steep climb and I thought again uneasily of the abyss.

Ahmedri went up first. He secured a rope and sent it down for Swallow, who scaled it and then half hauled me up to him as Ahmedri scaled the next stretch. Then he dropped down another rope for Swallow. We left the ropes tied in place for the descent. I could not have managed without them, for in one stretch the face of the mountain was so perpendicular it was as if a knife had cleaved through it. I could not think how the tribesman had scaled it without rope, for there were no sizeable juts or rocks sticking out that he could have used for foot or handholds. It was not until we had almost reached the bluff that I saw with incredulity the way that Ahmedri made a fist to secure his hands in the narrow cracks that crisscrossed the cliff face. Several times my heart was in my mouth as he raised himself up in that way, one arm sometimes bearing the whole weight of his body hanging from a fist he had jammed in a crevice. I could not imagine where in the desert lands he had learned such a skill, but even if I had been inclined to ask, I would have had no breath for it.

By the time we reached the lip of the bluff, every muscle in my arms and legs was burning and I could do no more than crawl over it and scrabble away from the edge like a beetle before lying flat and resting my cheek gratefully on the smooth stone. Maruman stepped lightly from my shoulders, sat down neatly, and began to wash himself thoroughly. It was several long minutes before I could summon the will or energy to lift my head and look at the building we had come to see, but when I did, it was so radiantly white in another errant beam of sunlight that I could not gaze at it for long.

“Look,” Swallow said for the second time that day, and I turned to see that he and Ahmedri were standing on the eastern edge of the bluff looking east. I got up on legs that trembled and went to join them. “I’d call it a two-day march to the edge of the range,” Swallow said, glancing at Ahmedri.

He narrowed his eyes. “More like three, I’d say. If that is the way we are to go.” He looked at me as if he expected me to speak, but instead, some impulse made me look down. My head spun as I saw the drop we had so laboriously ascended, and far below, the abyss between the two mountains opened darkly like a gaping mouth.

Swallow put a casual hand on my shoulder and said, “I think that there used to be a way across the gap to that other mountain. Look at that flat place over there. That mound of broken stone forming the talus had to come from somewhere. Maybe it was a bridge.” He knelt to examine the edge and announced triumphantly that something had broken away.

I gathered my wits and turned to look at the Taillard Observatory.

It was set atop a great stepped platform of the same white, very smooth stone as the building. I went up onto it, admiring the precision of the stone cuts and the angles. The building was centered on the platform so as to leave a terrace on all sides. It was beautiful and strange to my eyes, its walls rounded so there were no corners, and the roof was as smooth and curved as an egg, save for the split I had seen from below. There was no glass in it, but some queer sort of machine stood just inside, blocking the way, so that it would be impossible to enter through it.

There was a door around the other side.

“It’s locked,” Swallow said.

I looked at the door, which seemed to be made of plast. There was a lever handle and a slot for a key under it. It did not look very complicated but, remembering the device set up on the door to Ariel’s chamber on Herder Isle, which had been set to explode if anyone tampered with the lock, I did not touch it. Standing well back and making the other two do the same, I formed a probe and delicately worked the lock with my mind.

“Is it open?” Swallow asked, and when I nodded, he reached past me to pull the lever. The door swung wide and we stepped into what seemed to be a single enormous circular chamber centered on a huge Beforetime machine fixed to the floor by massive metal and hard plast fittings. It was one part of this that was blocking the opening in the wall.

“What did they observe here?” Swallow murmured.

“The moon,” Maruman sent absurdly, casting a brief malevolent look at the slice of sky visible through the split in the roof before padding over to sniff at the giant device fixed to the floor.

“Jacob scribed that these machines and devices would help him to locate the city of his dreams,” I said. “Maybe this was built to let people look at other places.” I thought for a bit, then said, “He seemed to think his dream city was a settlement that had grown since the Great White. Apparently there were a number of settlements east of the mountains in the Beforetime and he wanted to be sure it was the one he thought it was.”

“Pellmar Quadrants,” Swallow said, nodding.

I frowned, remembering something else. “He said Hannah had once visited it because she was interested in the research being done there.” I looked at him. “I wonder what sort of research it was.”

He did not answer, for he was watching Ahmedri, who had found a metal ladder set into the wall of the building and was climbing it. When the Sadorian reached the top, he looked down and called out that there was a walkway and it looked like there was another one above it.

“The walls must be thick,” I muttered as Swallow followed the tribesman up the ladder. Examining the walls, I discovered there were sliding panels opening to small bedchambers, a little cook room, transparent bathing rooms, and even one of the strange relieving chambers the Beforetimers had built. All of the cloth and paper had long since rotted but there were several pots in the kitchen that were far lighter than those sold by jacks in the Land, and none of them had a spot of rust. Their handles were cracked and broke away, but new ones could easily be carved. I set these by the door to take with us, along with a very light piece of shining silver matting that would serve as a ground sheet and a knife with a metal handle that was still sharp. There were places where there had been shelves fixed, but they had long fallen to dust along with whatever had stood on them. Obviously people had lived here but it must have been a strange existence, dwelling in a remote place and observing distant places such as the settlement called Pellmar Quadrants.

I abandoned my search and went back to look at the device fixed to the floor. There were sections of it that looked like parts of the machines that the teknoguilders had found in Beforetime ruins, but I had never seen anything as large at Oldhaven. I discovered a set of long narrow levers protruding from near the base of the machine where there was a seat fixed to the ground and prodded at them gingerly, thinking they might be controls. Nothing happened. Climbing up it, I found another phalanx of levers and buttons and tiny glass windows with numbers behind them, but they gave not the slightest hint of the machine’s function. Higher up, there was a computermachine with a seat built into it. The seat covering and padding had long decayed, leaving no more than a metal plate to sit on. I sat down.

There was a small spyglass protruding from the end of the device right before me. I put my eye to it but saw only darkness. I touched a few of the panels and numbers and even a few keys, but nothing happened. As far as I could see, the device was dead. Was that how Jacob had found it? Had he come here at all? He had intended to do so, but how could an old man have made that climb? Unless Swallow had been right about there having been a bridge.

Ahmedri called out and I turned to see he was now on the ground examining the floor by the split in the wall. “There are words scratched into the stone,” he said, looking up as I approached.

I dropped to my knees and my heart began to pound as I read the neat, spiky script.

My darling Hannah, nothing works here, but my instrumentation is picking up a strong power source to the northeast. That is the direction in which the Pellmar Quadrants lie. I remember I suggested to Cassandra that she had better carve her messages to the future in stone. She said only a dinosaur like me would come up with such an idea. Now here I am playing dinosaur, for any note I would write will soon perish in this place. There is so much I would say but this is a tedious method of writing a letter and I fear the little neochisel I am using is near blunted. So I will say it has been a terrible, bleak journey and the only thing that kept me from despair was the thought of you. These mountains, once so beautiful, are now utterly barren and so contaminated that they glow at night, but I am safe enough in my biohazard suit and my little hover still serves me well. I hope it will continue to do so, at least until I leave these poor blighted peaks and cross the worst of the plain between the mountains and Pellmar. I leave this message so that you will know which way I have gone.

My dearest love, I am yours, always, Jacob O.

“It must have been a remarkably delicate chisel to scribe that,” Swallow remarked when I sat back, for he had come down to see what we were doing.

“Northeast,” I muttered.

“He thought the city he dreamed of was there,” Ahmedri said quietly. “But it may not have been so.”

“It matters not. He is our destination, not the city he seeks. For he has Cassandra’s key with him and we must follow in his tracks because he might not have reached it.”

We all gazed down at the carved words in silence for a time, thinking our own thoughts. Then Swallow heaved a sigh and said we ought to go back down.

“Soon,” I murmured. “We have a little time and there might be something we can use. I found some pots and a good knife.”

The others moved away and I wondered why I was delaying. The sooner the climb was done with the better. The last thing I wanted was to delay so much that we would have to descend by moonlight.
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I WENT OUTSIDE onto the white terrace and was delighted to find that the dark clouds had again opened up to let the late sunlight shine down on the bluff. After the chilly interior of the observatory, the light seemed very bright. I squinted against it and turned to study the strange building. It was almost as bright and I went around the terrace to the shaded side, wondering why the Beforetimers had built it. I thought of the deadly weapons that had flown up from the hole in the Skylake and wondered if the people who had been here had seen them fly and had understood what they meant.

“She came here,” Maruman said dreamily, padding along at my side.

I looked down at him. “Hannah?”

“Hannah carrying Hannah’s bones and following her mother’s dream,” Maruman sent. I frowned, the nonsense he was talking making me uneasy.

“There is nothing but a lot of devices that mean nothing to me,” Swallow said, coming up behind me. I gathered my wits and turned to him as he added, “I brought a few small things that would fit into my pockets but whether we can figure out how to work them or not, I do not know. The pots and the knife you found were the best of it.”

Ahmedri came out, too, and closed the door behind him. Hearing the heavy thud, I wondered if anyone would ever open it again. The tribesman went to stand on the edge of the terrace, gazing east. Was he thinking of his brother? He must question his presence on the expedition, and yet, in a strange way, he had become part of it. An expedition always had the effect of bonding even very different people, because in the end, you had to rely on one another. I had so completely accepted the tribesman by now that I spoke freely of my quest in front of him, for if he had not been chosen by Atthis, then she had surely foreseen that he would go with us.

“Do you hear that?” Swallow asked suddenly.

I looked at him. “Hear what?”

“Water,” he said.

I listened and realized he was right. I could hear the faint but unmistakable sound of running water.

It did not take us long to locate the source in a jumble of rocks where the mountain face rose up from another tumble of cracked stone forming a small talus at the rear of the bluff. It looked as if it was the result of a landslide, perhaps the same one that had caused Swallow’s bridge to fall, and maybe both had been the result of tremors in the mountains resulting from the Great White.

But when we shifted enough stone, I was astonished to see that the water was dribbling from the mouth of an enormous pipe protruding from the mountain, half buried under rubble. “Why would the Beforetimers want such an enormous pipe to bring water here?” Swallow wondered.

“What purpose was there in any of the things done by the Beforetimers?” Ahmedri asked softly.

Swallow drank the mouthful of water remaining in his bottle and filled it from the pipe, being careful not to splash his hands.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I want to find out if it is tainted.

I’ll ask Darga to sniff it when we return. Speaking of which, we ought to head back now. It’s getting late and the wolves always come at sunset.”

He was right, though in fact Rheagor had not mentioned sunset this time. The sun set before we were all the way down, but the moon rose and the clouds frayed enough that there was plenty of light to see by. But Swallow had been right about the climb down being worse in its own way than the ascent. It was utterly unnerving to go backward, feeling for footholds and climbing slowly down the rope. Whenever I made the mistake of looking down for a foothold, my eyes were drawn to the black abyss, even though our descent was above the talus. I could hardly bear to think about Ahmedri, who was untying the ropes before climbing down.

I had obviously irritated Maruman with my fears, for he leaped down from my shoulders the second we reached the talus. My relief was so great that I felt nauseous and I sagged against the mountain face, wondering if the rubble under my feet truly had once been a bridge. The thought made me look up as I straightened and at that same instant, the flat stone I had stepped onto pivoted and tilted under my weight, sending me stumbling sideways. I might have caught myself if I had not been looking up, and it might have been no more than a fall with grazed knees and a split lip, except that when I landed, the whole pile of rubble, which had seemed so stable, began to shift under me. Half stunned from the impact of the fall, I had time to see the startled face of Swallow, who had already reached the plateau, and then somehow I was spinning so that I was looking at Ahmedri, who had delayed at the top of the talus to stow his ropes. I saw him shout something and point, but the rumble of the stones was too great for me to make it out. Then I was facing down again and my heart leaped into my mouth, for I could see that the stones were flowing down into the dark abyss between the mountains.

I reached desperately for a boulder to stop myself, but it was no use, for everything was moving around and under me. I opened my mouth to scream, but something struck me hard on the temple, and night fell like a black curtain.

I dreamed that Ceirwan and the enthraller, Freya, were looking at me in consternation and pity.

“Are ye so sure she’ll nowt return when she has done whatever she went to do?” Ceirwan asked.

“Maryon said that she will never return to Obernewtyn or the Land and that she knew it when she left.” It was Rushton’s voice, coming from my mouth. I must be experiencing another of his dream-memories. He went on in the same hard, despairing voice. “I would have ridden after her but Maryon forbade it.

She said my task is to go to the Red Land and free the slaves there. I told her there were others who could take my place on that journey and she answered that it was not so. None could do what I would do.”

“That mun have been hard,” Ceirwan said.

“Harder to obey her words than to hear them,” Rushton answered.

“I meant that it mun have been hard fer Elspeth,” Ceirwan explained gently. “She had to walk away without saying a word to you or to any of us. When I think back on those last days afore she left, I sensed there were somethin’ weighing on her heart, but she was never one to invite personal questions. And then other times I thought I mun be mistaken, fer she seemed so happy.”

“She seemed so to me as well, and she spoke with such certainty of the time we would have together on the journey to the Red Land, as if she looked forward to it as eagerly as I did. It is hard to believe that she knew she would never set foot on the ships.”

“Elspeth was no liar,” Freya said with conviction. “I think if she had known she must leave before the ships departed, she would not have mentioned the journey. Maybe she did not know it till the last minute.”

“I would like to believe that,” Rushton said, “yet in the end it does not matter whether she lied or not, or why. She is gone.”

“It matters,” Freya said.

Ceirwan said earnestly, “Rushton, surely ye ken that Elspeth loved ye no less than ye love her. I dinna doubt that she suffers right now, even as you do. In fact, it may be that her sufferin’ is the greater because it was she who had to leave you without a word.”

“Am I to be soothed by the thought of her sorrow?” Rushton asked, and there was pain and anger in his voice. He looked down so that I saw his hands, clenched into fists on the table. “Perhaps the worst thing to know is that even if she had told me what she must do and sworn she loved me with all her heart and did not want to leave me, still she would have gone. Nothing I could have said or done would have stopped her.”

“Then maybe this, however painful, was the better way,” Freya said, reaching out to lay her smaller hand over Rushton’s. He looked up into her kind face. “You are strong and great-hearted, Rushton. I knew it the first time I saw you ride up on your horse, when you spoke to my father and bade him sell me to you. And because of that, you will do what you must do even as she does.”

“I will,” Rushton said on an outward rush of air. “Lud help me, I will do my duty.” Then he drew a long breath. “Forgive me, I am full of self-pity tonight.”

“No,” Freya said. “You grieve for something precious taken from you, as she must grieve.”

“I know,” Rushton said, and he heaved a sigh. “Truly I know that Elspeth suffers as I do, whether or not she knew all along that she would not come to the Red Land with me. For a long time after she had first spoken of love in Sador, I could not truly believe she had chosen me. It seemed such a miracle that she, whom I desired more than any other, could desire me. It was easier to doubt it than to believe it, and doubt gnawed at me constantly. Yet she showed me upon Norseland that she loved me more than her own life and to doubt her after that would be to prove myself utterly unworthy of her.” He was silent for a long time, and I wondered if he was thinking about the fierce tenderness of our lovemaking in Louis Larkin’s hut, rain thundering down on the shingled roof. He would not remember what he had learned when we merged minds, nor what I had done afterward to hide those memories from his conscious mind, but he must remember the radiance of our loving and he must sense the spirit link that connected us.

I thought I must be right, when relief showed on Ceirwan’s face as Rushton thanked them. “You have comforted me by reminding me that I am fortunate to have loved so deeply and to have had the love of such a one as Elspeth Gordie. The memory of what was between us must strengthen me in the days to come.”

The words were resolute, and hearing them broke my heart.

The memory-dream faded but instead of waking, I drifted down through the layers of my mind to the mindstream. A shining tendril rose from it and reached out to me as if summoned. Accepting it, I willed myself to consciousness, thinking that I might as well take the opportunity to look at Gavyn and Rasial with spirit-eyes. I willed the tendril from the mindstream to pool and take on my spirit-form. The transference of my consciousness to the spirit-form was so effortless that I thought again that I must be dreaming, for I had never felt so much in control of myself.

I opened my eyes and saw below me the brownish shape of my slumbering body, half invisible against the deeper brown and black of earth and stone. Then I heard or felt something calling me.

I willed myself to rise toward the summoning, leaving the world of matter behind. I rose until I was floating close enough to the dreamtrails to feel the weight of the wings of my spirit-form and of the spirit sword at my belt. I wondered if that was why I felt so much more in control than before.

Even as I reached the eldritch clouds through which the dreamtrails wove, Maruman appeared in the air beside me in one of his favorite spirit-forms—a greatcat with a tawny gold pelt slashed with black streaks, one of his eyes diamond white and the other a rich gold.

“Do not stay here on the dreamtrails, ElspethInnle, lest the H’rayka sense you and seek you out,” he sent. “You must wake.”

“Maybe I need not flee from it,” I said, moving my hand to the hilt of the black sword.

“The darkness that seeks you is stronger than you,” Maruman said bluntly, urgently. “Wake.”

Reluctantly I willed myself to obey, but nothing happened save that I drifted closer to the dreamtrails. “I … I can’t wake,” I sent, puzzled. I concentrated hard and strove downward more strongly, but still I could not exert any force. “Maybe whoever is summoning me prevents me waking. Can you feel it?”

“You were summoned?” Maruman asked sharply.

“Can’t you feel it? Something is calling me, drawing me up. I can feel it right now,” I said.

“Up?” Maruman echoed. “Maybe it is the oldOnes. Rise, then, but beware. Do not go too high, lest you lose yourself.”

“Come with me, Marumanyelloweyes,” I sent, wondering what he meant by the oldOnes.

“I will try,” he answered warily.

I focused my mind on the calling, which was less a sound than a feeling. It was definitely coming from above, and when I willed myself to respond, I was astonished to find my strength and control had returned, and I was moving very swiftly. I willed myself to move faster and found myself fairly soaring upward. Only the fear of losing Maruman made me slow down.

Yet it seemed but a moment had passed before I entered the strange realm of merging color. As before, I felt my form becoming lighter and less defined.

“This is a realm of pure spirit,” Maruman sent. “It is difficult for the living to come here. The higher you/we go, the less you will feel yourflesh. Only yourmind/will can hold the link. You must keep your spirit-form intact, else this realm will eat you.”

Unnerved by the notion of a mere idea of my spirit-form being the only thing between me and oblivion, I summoned up a visual image of myself as I had done for Cinda and set it in my own mind, imagining it in great detail. I gave the image the black sword in its sheath and immediately felt the weight of it as a slight downward pull. At the same time, I felt my spirit-form sharpen.

“Good,” Maruman approved.

“Why do you say it is the oldOnes calling me?” I asked. “You told me Atthis is dead.”

“They cannot summon you directly unless the new Elder is chosen and encompasses their minds,” Maruman sent. “Until then, the merged minds of the oldOnes have no link to flesh and so no way to reach the realms below this. Unless they have found a messenger.”

“Who?” I asked. For some reason his words made me think of Angina.

“Not that one,” Maruman sent. “His spirit has gone into the mindstream.”

I had known Angina was dead and yet it hurt to hear it said. I felt my spirit-form softening, losing the integrity of its shape. It was a slow almost molten sensation where I seemed both to grow warm and spread out as if I were a shape of wax melting in the sunlight. I ought to have been afraid, but it was oddly pleasant to feel myself losing all tension and rigidity. I began to feel the formless allure of the matter about me, which was as vividly compelling in its own way as the mindstream. I wondered what difference there was between the two realms. Was it that the memories of life and flesh went into the mindstream but the experiences of spirit came here?

“Beware, ElspethInnle, lest our spirits blend, for if that happens, we will be merged forever!” Maruman warned me sharply, and only then did I realize with a little shock of fright that my spirit-form had begun to overlap his. It was only the strength of his spirit-form that had stopped us merging.

Frightened by what had almost happened, I summoned up the image of myself. It was like trying to keep a ball of very soft mud together. The moment I tried to think of anything else, it began to soften again.

“Use the black sword,” Maruman sent.

I thought of the sword, and immediately its weight and strength gave substance to the visual image I was holding in my mind. But I resisted the temptation to draw on the spirit-force to which it was linked, sensing that once I did, I would be dragged downward and away from the strange realm.

I looked at Maruman and was alarmed to see that his greatcat form was blurring.

“I cannot hold,” the old cat sent at last, and he vanished.

I was frightened then, for Maruman had far more strength and skill in his spirit-form than I did, so how was it that I was able to remain in this strange spirit realm while he could not? Was it the black sword?

Without warning or any feeling of movement or transformation, I was floating above a wide ledge of stone jutting out from a shadowy mountain. It was very like a ledge I had rested on halfway up the bluff we had climbed. My spirit-form had never felt so real before, even on the dreamtrails.

“Where am I?” I wondered.

“I have shaped this place from your memories to anchor your dream form,” a voice whispered. “It will be easier than trying to hold your image of flesh. Easier still if you can engage with the dream.”

I could see nothing, but I recognized the voice. “It was you who saved me from the Destroyer,” I said, and then I saw the same shimmering, vaguely human shape floating in the air before me that I had seen once before.

“Thank you,” said the voice, more strongly. “It is very difficult for me to take physical form even in your spirit-dream without the will of flesh.”

“Who are you?” I asked.

“I was Straaka the tribesman,” said the voice.

Straaka stood before me on the ledge exactly as he had looked in life, in tribal robes, his hair in plaits and beaded just as it had been when I had last seen him standing in the cul-de-sac in the White Valley before he was killed. The silver cuffs in his hair clinked as he bowed in proper Sadorian fashion.

“You are dead,” I whispered, cold fear snaking through me.

The shock I felt caused the mountain face to waver, but I willed myself to stand on the stone ledge, and the mountain settled and became solid.

“My body is dead,” Straaka agreed. “My spirit would have gone into the mindstream save that at the moment of death, my ravek bound her spirit to mine, thereby linking my spirit to her living flesh. I welcomed it at first, for I had yearned for such closeness to her when I lived, and though she had never allowed it, I saw that she had come to love me.”

I thought of Straaka, who had been slain by a soldierguard’s arrow meant for Miryum, wondering how she had been able to bind the spirit of a dying man to her. She was one of the most powerful coercers I had ever known, but she had no futuretelling ability that would have given her power over his spirit. But Straaka said she had loved him and I knew that love could form a potent link between two people. Was that it?

Straaka went on. “At first she thought it was madness that made her hear my voice in her dreams, for she did not know what she had done. It was madness that made her carry my body from the White Valley. When I was able to make her understand that her realization that she loved me, coupled with her anguish at my death, had given her spirit the power to reach out to mine and hold it, she was glad. For a time we were content, but I was not a man any longer, and I soon saw that she could not live a proper life of flesh bound to my spirit-form. I told her this but she would not hear me.”

“You are talking as if you spoke to her. How did you do that?” I asked.

“To begin with, I dwelt in her dreams and I spoke to her when she slept,” he answered in his grave, courteous way. “Later I learned to shape a spirit-form and I taught Miryum to do the same. I discovered the dreamtrails and we went there together. But that was before I came to see that it was not enough for a living person to love a spirit and to live only in her dreams. I knew I had to make her sever the link binding me to her. I asked her to bring my bones to the hot springs and clean them, and then to take them to the vale of the dead in the spice groves of Sador. I told her it was my wish that my bones be buried there. I knew that in that place, my spirit would be able to draw on the strength of my ancestors to sever the bindings she had woven that tied my spirit to hers, whether she willed it or no. But somehow she sensed my intention, and after she cleaned my bones, she bore me in the opposite direction.”

I drew in a breath. “Into the high mountains!”

Straaka nodded gravely.

“But why?” I asked.

“To begin with, she was simply doing the opposite of what I had asked her, but the strain of having me in her mind was beginning to tell on her. Since she was a child, she had dreamed of a Beforetime city standing in a white desert surrounded by Blacklands. She had spoken to me of the dream when I lived, and to others of her coercer-knights. Many times she visited Newrome under Tor Mountain, seeking to understand why the dream came again and again to her. She feared there was a warning in it that she was failing to understand. Once when I was there with her, she told me she had seen us walking together in her dream city. I remember how it lifted my spirits, for I saw it as a sign that she was beginning to care for me.” He was silent for a time. Then he said, “Once we were in the high mountains, Miryum dreamed of the city again. I entered the dream and begged her to turn back and to release me, but she said that she would not, for the meaning of it was finally clear to her. The city was real and it stood on a white plain beyond the high mountains, just as we were seeing.

“I told her there were only deadly Blacklands that way, for my people had sailed farther around this great landmass than any shipfolk from the Land, and the coasts were black as far as they had sailed. Never once had they seen any untainted land, let alone a Beforetime city. Miryum would not listen. She had convinced herself that the city existed too far inland to be seen from the deck of a ship. She believed it was inhabited by Beforetimers who had somehow remained untouched by the Great White. She thought that her dream of us walking there meant that the Beforetimers had the power to restore me to life. It was madness and I told her so, but she would not hear.”

I was flabbergasted at his tale, for there could be no doubt that Miryum had dreamed of the same city as Jacob.

“It is real,” I told him. “The city she dreamed of is the very place I am seeking.”

“I know,” Straaka said grimly. “I know it now because that is where Miryum is. But let me tell the tale in order. Miryum told me that she was going to carry my bones to the city of her dreams to bring me back to life. She would not listen to me when I told her it was not possible. I strove to journey in my dreams to Sador so that I could draw on the strength of those of my blood, but they were too distant.”

“How did she find her way to the city?” I asked.

“I do not know and my memories of the journey are hers,” he answered. “Understand that I am cut off from the world of flesh, save through Miryum’s senses. I saw enough in her memories and dreams to know that she carried my bones deep into the high mountains and beyond them, but apart from that, her journey is lost to me. You see, as she traveled, it was harder and harder to read in her memories what was happening in the waking world, because Miryum had fallen ill. Her mind grew clouded with strange visions and hallucinations and I saw only what she imagined she saw. After a time, I was unable to tell what was real and what was delusion. Ironically, as she became more ill, she began to assume her spirit-form far more strongly, for the link to her flesh was weakened, but it was harder for me to communicate with it because she was ill.

“Then one day the delirium stopped and she took on her spirit-form and told me clearly that she was a prisoner of the city of her dreams. I asked her what had happened and she said that she had been taken captive and brought to the city, where she had been forced into a sleep from which she could not wake. I thought all of this another delusion and that she had fallen ill from walking over tainted ground and was dying. But she did not die, and in time, I came to believe she had spoken the truth. She strove and strove to wake, but I had no power to help her. Then one day she begged me to help her die. She was terrified at the thought of sleeping her whole life until she grew old and died. She said if only she could die, both our spirits would be free. I brought her to this high realm, thinking that the link between her body and spirit would dissolve. But then she fell asleep and I could not wake or bring her any higher.”

“What do you mean she slept? Wasn’t she already asleep?” I asked.

“Her flesh slept, but now her spirit-form sleeps, too. I tried to bring her down to the dreamtrails but discovered to my horror that I could not take her down from this realm without her spirit being awake and willing it. We were both trapped here.”

I stared at him, thinking of the dreams recorded in the dream-books in which Miryum had been seen lying still and white as death, and of Bruna’s message from the overguardian of the Earthtemple saying Straaka’s bones would not be found until Miryum was released. I had taken this to mean she was a captive, but from Straaka’s strange story, she lay in some sort of coma. I could hardly bring myself to believe she had been captured by Beforetimers, but she could not have been asleep so long without dying of thirst and hunger if no one tended her. Yet what purpose could her captors have in forcing her to sleep?

“One day, as I roamed alone at the outer limits of this strange, high place,” Straaka continued, “I heard my name being called. Thus did the merged spirits of the oldOnes summon me. They had foreseen my coming and were waiting for me. They drew me up to them by the power of their will and told me what they were. It was a shock to discover that I was speaking to the merged spirits of Agyllian birds, which among my people are seen as mythical creatures. I knew they truly existed only after I came to the mountains. The oldOnes told me what they were and they told me what you were and what you must do. After all that had happened to Miryum and to me, it was not so hard to believe. They said that until a living Agyllian came to take them in, they were unable to help you.”

“So the oldOnes are merged spirits,” I murmured.

“Like me, their flesh has died, but they remain, delaying their passing from life, not through a bond to a living person but through the sheer power of their will. But they cannot hold forever. They are drifting slowly upward, and if the new Elder does not find a way to rise to this realm and encompass them soon, they will pass from the world.”

“For a long time, I thought the oldOnes were simply the collective memories of the past Elders,” I said. “I do not understand how they can remain here without flesh to hold them from the mindstream. You do not have your own flesh, but you are linked to Miryum’s.”

“This realm is far from the mindstream and yet they are both ends of life. The merged spirits of the oldOnes stay in the world for your sake, Elspeth, and for the sake of all that lives that you must save,” Straaka said gravely. “It is no small sacrifice.”

I had not known that, and it left me breathless and humbled. Finally, I said, “Why did they summon you?”

“To help you,” Straaka said. “They told me that if I could help you, you would be able to free Miryum from her unwaking sleep. I asked what help I could give, trapped in this realm. They bade me wait, for they had foreseen that you would come here in spirit-form, and when you did, I must tell you about Miryum. They could not speak to you because you cannot go high enough without risking your survival.”

“Before, when I saw you …”

“I would have spoken of these things to you then, but the dark mad spirit that seeks you came. The oldOnes had spoken of it and bade me warn you to avoid the dreamtrails, but they had not foreseen that the one who seeks you would be able to rise so high. In truth, they told me later that it could not have done so unless the flesh to which it was linked was dangerously ill.”

“Ariel is ill,” I echoed, and heard the disbelief in my tone. I wondered why it was so hard to think of Ariel being ill or hurt like any other person.

Straaka went on. “Fortunately the oldOnes’ powers enabled them to see your danger and even as I strove to make you wake, they sent another spirit-form that flies in these high realms to help you. The oldOnes told me this when I returned to confess that I had failed to speak to you of Miryum. They bade me wait, and you would come again, and this time you would rise too high for the Destroyer to find you. I waited and watched. And you came.”

“I was summoned,” I said.

The tribesman frowned. “I did not summon you, nor would the oldOnes be able to do so directly.” His expression cleared. “They might have used the spirit they had sent to help you before.”

“Whose spirit was it?” I asked, thinking of the red and violet wolfman spirit-form that had called me a fool and snarled at me to wake.

“I do not know,” Straaka said. “It was too strong not to be linked to life, but none come here who are not near to death, save those with unusual spiritual power.”

The black sword brought me here, I thought. I dismissed the unknown spirit-form from my mind. “So, the oldOnes wanted you to tell me that Miryum is the captive of Beforetimers in their city on the white plain and that they are keeping her asleep and that I need to find her and wake her. Did they say anything else?”

He hesitated. “They did not say she had been taken captive by Beforetimers or that she was in a city. Miryum told me that,” he said.

I frowned. “But you said you walked through it with her.”

He shook his head. “I walked through a memory-dream of the city, but for all I know she might have simply re-created her old dream. All I know is that she can’t wake.”

I considered this, then said, “The city exists and I am traveling there now, so I think we can assume that Miryum really is there. What can you tell me about the city and her captors?”

“I saw only what Miryum believes she saw,” Straaka reiterated. “I can show you, but I have not given you the whole of the oldOnes’ message. The oldOnes wanted me to tell you that when the new Elder of the Agyllians takes them into himself, he will come to you with what you will need to complete your quest.”

“He?” I said, startled. I had always assumed the new Elder would be a female. Then the rest of his words penetrated. Atthis’s successor would bring what I needed to complete my quest. Did they mean Cassandra’s key or something else? Before I could ask, the mountain and the ledge and the gray sky wavered in a way that made me feel dizzy and nauseous.

“The spirit-dream is weakening,” Straaka warned. He fixed me with his dark eyes. “Find Miryum, Elspeth Seeker. Wake her, not only for her sake and mine, but also because the oldOnes say she, too, has a part to play in your quest, ere the end.”

“Miryum does?”

The ledge wavered and disappeared and I felt myself fading and melting. I summoned my image and let the weight of the sword draw me rapidly down. To my horror, the moment I saw the dreamtrails, I felt the unmistakable mindless malice of the Destroyer forming around me. This time I reacted instantly, coercing myself awake so strongly that I slammed back into my flesh with violent force. I immediately rolled to one side and vomited.

“Elspeth!” Analivia cried in alarm, and I opened my eyes to find her kneeling beside me. The sun was high overhead, shining through a gap in dark clouds.

I squinted, confused, for surely the sun had already set? Analivia lifted her hand to push a strand of hair back from my face, and I was startled to see a pulse of green light at her fingertips, but when I blinked there was nothing.

“Healing hands,” I said, but it came out as a garbled mutter. My mouth felt sore and swollen and I had a terrible headache.

“Don’t try to talk,” Analivia advised. “Rest.”

“The wolves,” I tried to say, but she shook her head and held a finger to her lips as if bidding me keep a secret. Then sleep opened its maw and swallowed me. This time, there were no dreams.

I woke again to a night that was dark and still and cold. Remembering the clouds, I guessed the sky was completely overcast, for there ought to be a near full moon, by my reckoning. The others sat a little distance away around a small campfire, talking in low voices. The smell of food hung in the air, and my stomach rumbled. The strength of my hunger told me that I had been unconscious for some time, as did the fact that my headache had faded. My mouth only hurt a little, but one of my front teeth was chipped. I probed my other teeth with an anxious tongue and was relieved to find that the rest were intact.

“Do you wish to have water to drink?” asked a deep voice.

I turned my head warily to find Ahmedri sitting by me, his big hands closed around one of his tisanes. I wondered vaguely what this one was for. Then the memory of my meeting with his brother flooded back, and I realized with dismay that I had not thought to tell Straaka that Ahmedri was traveling with me and seeking him. “Are you in pain?” the tribesman asked.

“Water,” I managed to croak, and with surprising gentleness, he raised me up and fed water to me until I shook my head. “I fell,” I said.

“It might be more accurate to say the mountain threw you off and then jumped on you,” the tribesman said, sounding almost amused. “It is a marvel that you were not more seriously hurt. For a time we feared that something inside you had been injured, because you were bleeding from the mouth and your skin was clammy. But it must just have been the shock of the accident, for the bleeding ceased and your color returned.”

“Maruman?” I managed.

“No one else was hurt,” he assured me, and he nodded pointedly toward my feet. I lifted my head gingerly and saw the old cat was sound asleep on the edge of the blanket that had been laid over me. I relaxed and looked at Ahmedri, wanting to tell him of his brother, but it was such a strange, unlikely story and I was full of the heavy weariness that always followed a period when my body had been expending itself healing me, and I had used my spirit strength besides. No wonder I felt so bad.

“How long have I been unconscious?” I croaked, and the tribesman fed me some more water as he told me that it had been a night and day since I had fallen. The wolves had come the night before and had gone again, after sniffing at me and speaking to Darga. The dog had signaled to Swallow that they would return in two days. “Tomorrow,” he added. “But I do not think you will be strong enough to travel so soon.”

I had too little energy to argue. Ahmedri rose in his fluid way, saying that he would get Analivia to look at my wounds, but before he came back with her, I fell asleep again.

When next I woke, it was so early in the morning that there were still stars in the sky, and the heavy cloud cover of the previous night had eased so that patches of the clear dark-blue sky were visible. The smell of cooking in the air made me so hungry I felt ill. I turned my head to find it was now Dameon sitting next to me. Though he was blind, his empathy told him at once that I was awake, and he was already leaning forward.

“You feel better,” he said.

I could not help but smile. “Was that a question or a command?”

He laughed softly, but sobered quickly. “We all feared you were mortally wounded. I can hardly believe that you took so little harm.”

“My quest will not let me go so easily,” I quipped, wondering how ill I had truly been. I bade the empath help me to the fire, saying I was ravenous. It was not until I had eaten two bowls of porridge spiced with cloves and honey that I thought of anything but filling my belly. The light-headedness I had been feeling since waking had gone when I stood up gingerly and tested my limbs. My first steps were shaky, but after I had walked carefully away to relieve myself, I felt less stiff. Only then did I look around and notice that, once again, Rasial and Gavyn were absent.

“They have been roaming since yesterday,” Swallow said when I asked about them.

“The wolves?” I asked.

To my surprise, the gypsy gestured west. “There is a track that goes down to the left of the weeping archway. The wolves went that way and it seems that is where we are to go next. It is unnoticeable unless you know it is there. Ahmedri scouted it after they had gone and it goes down to another remnant of an old road that runs under this plateau and gradually winds its way east through the mountains. The wolves are to return at dusk. How do you feel?”

“Well enough to go on when they come,” I said firmly.

Swallow and Analivia exchanged a look, but Ahmedri only said calmly that Darga had come with him and that according to the dog, there were great tainted stretches of terrain we would have to cross if the wolves led us in that direction.

“The wolves have the ability to discern less badly tainted ground, and if we do go that way, I am sure they will find a safe path,” I said, more confidently than I felt. I glanced at Darga, noting that he was stretched out by Analivia. I wondered if the ice with which he had surrounded his heart was beginning to melt. Certainly it seemed that he was drawn to the lowland woman, and more than once I had noticed her absentmindedly stroking his great ugly head.

Maruman appeared and came padding across to settle himself on my knee. I suppressed a rush of relief that he had not been hurt when the talus had fallen apart, and I quelled the urge to stroke him, knowing that he would bite me if he was in a bad mood.

“What is it?” Dameon asked curiously, sensing me making a decision.

I told them all that had happened as I slept. They listened in stunned silence as I spoke of the dreamtrails and of the high realm of spirit, where Straaka had come to tell me about Miryum and the oldOnes. It took a long time to explain about the dreamtrails and the mindstream and about shaping a conscious spirit-form that could journey in dreams and in other ways. I did not complicate my tale by telling them about the attacks of the H’rayka, but I did tell them that both Gahltha and Maruman could travel the perilous dreamtrails.

“But you speak of dreams,” Analivia said, sounding fascinated. “What peril could there be in dreams?”

“The dreamtrails are not dreams but a realm where the spirit has the feel and substance of flesh, and any harm taken there will cause a corresponding wound to the flesh.” I glanced at Ahmedri, who had barely moved a muscle since I had mentioned his brother.

Now he asked in a stiff voice, “What said my brother when you told him that I was with you?”

I shook my head apologetically. “It was all so strange that I did not think of telling him about you until it was too late.” I hesitated. “I am sorry that I tried so hard to make you stop following me, Ahmedri, for it seems I was wrong. The overguardian saw and spoke true. You will come to Miryum by following me. Unfortunately, I still don’t know exactly where she is, though it seems very likely that she is being held in this city that she and Jacob dreamed about, which we now know lies beyond glowing Blacklands on a white untainted plain to the northeast.”

“You said Rheagor’s ancestor was taken captive by the efari,” Analivia said. “If Miryum was also taken captive, is it likely the efari took her, too?”

It was well reasoned and I nodded slowly, wondering why I was always so suspicious of simple or obvious answers.

“Perhaps it only appears that she was taken prisoner,” Dameon said. “After all, Straaka told you Miryum was sick and delirious, and we must suppose that she was suffering from taint sickness if she had crossed the Blacklands without any guidance. Yet she did not die. Maybe her captors force her to sleep so that she might heal.”

“Then why keep her asleep after healing her?” Swallow asked.

There was no answer to that, and in truth, no matter how cleverly we speculated, we would not have any final answers until we reached the city on the white plain.
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“CHEW THIS,” ANALIVIA said, pressing into my hand a little pouch of herbs wrapped in a leaf. “Do not swallow it.”

I sniffed it dubiously and grimaced. “Ugh, it smells truly foul.”

“It tastes worse but it will help your headache.”

“How did you know my head was aching?” I asked.

She smiled. “I could tell from the way you have been grinding your teeth. It is not surprising given the tumble you took. I thought for certain you had cracked your skull open. I am surprised you are not black and purple with bruises.”

I thanked her meekly and chewed on the leaf pouch, which turned out to be every bit as bad as she had promised, yet it did ease the headache. However, only half of my fretfulness arose from the headache; the rest was a combination of irritation and anxiety because Rasial and Gavyn had not yet returned, though the sun was now westering and the wolves were likely to appear at any minute. Swallow had chided me for fretting, saying that the dog and the boy would catch up as they usually did, but I had pointed out that since we were soon to pass over tainted land, we ought to stay together.

Darga offered to mark out a scent trail that the ridgeback would have no trouble following, but I insisted that we wait for them. I was determined to speak to Rasial when she returned and try to convince her to stop Gavyn wandering off. It would be a mistake to rage at her and utterly pointless to scold Gavyn, but I was determined to deliver a calm and pointed lecture about being a member of an expedition.

The leaf pouch took the edge off the headache, but it did not abate entirely and I wondered crossly how it was that my body could heal me from near death injuries and yet be unable to get rid of a simple headache.

Restless, I lifted the sleeping Maruman gently from my lap onto my pack and walked back slowly to look up at the bluff we had climbed to inspect the Observatory. Once again the clouds had closed over, turning the red of dusk to a rusty brown, making it hard to see the building as much more than a white shape. But I could visualize it in my mind’s eye very clearly. Odd how, from below, it did not look near as high, and yet I could remember vividly the dizzy terror I had felt looking down from it. But in the end the danger had come from a deceptively easy-looking mound of stone and rubble at its hem. There was a lesson in that, I thought. I looked up, wondering if the stone really had been a bridge, as Swallow had speculated. Then I shuddered, recollecting that this had been the very question in my mind when I had stumbled.

I heard a step behind me and turned to see Dameon approaching. I did not wonder how the empath knew where I was. He had always been able to map the world by the emotions of people around him. I took a step toward him and stubbed my toe hard enough to make my eyes water. Dameon winced at my muttered curse and when he came to me, he gently drew my hand through his elbow. I was surprised at the hard muscles I could feel in his arm. Truly his journey to the Westland and his riding lessons had hardened him.

“How is it that you are blind but I am clumsy?” I demanded with mock ire.

He smiled. “The difference is that I cannot rely on seeing things,” Dameon said, “so I must be aware at all times and keep a constant sense of the people and obstacles around me.”

“But how does any of that help when you are in a place where people are moving?” I could not help but ask. “I have known you to look at me across a crowded room and know me for who I am.”

Dameon grinned. “My dearest Elspeth, you emanate emotions as loudly as Matthew. And people’s emotions have what I can only describe as a flavor, which is unique. So I can … taste you in your emotions. There is no better way to describe it,” he added, with his usual grimace of frustration at the limitations of a language that did not encompass more than the five senses ordinary unTalents possessed. Then he shrugged. “When you enter a chamber I am in, my senses know it as if cymbals had been struck.”

“Speaking of Matthew, have you had any dreams of him lately?” I asked.

The empath nodded slowly. “Only snatches of things that might or might not have been true dreams. You?”

On impulse, I told him that some of my dreams of Matthew had felt less like true dreams than actual communications.

Dameon looked astonished, as well he might. “Do you mean to say that you spoke to him?”

“I spoke and he reacted as if he had heard me, and once he said my name. Another time I told him that we were bringing Dragon to the Red Land and bade him wait there and prepare. But these encounters were completely random—neither Matthew nor I sought them, but we were both on the dreamtrails. It is my guess that Matthew was deeply unconscious because he was ill and fevered or maybe wounded in some way. As I told you a little while back, a person’s spirit-form can drift from its body when it is ill, and I think such drifting spirit-forms are naturally drawn to the dreamtrails. In truth, I think that is how true dreams come to us. But being an unconsciously created spirit-form, Matthew’s had little self-control, so our meeting was brief and ended abruptly and he may well have woken and dismissed it as a fever dream.”

Dameon shook his head incredulously. “I did not think it possible to make contact over such a distance and over sea besides.”

“The only way it could happen is if we were both touching on the dreamtrails,” I reminded him.

Analivia suddenly gave a shout and pointed toward the pass. I turned and saw Rasial’s white form coming through the weeping stone arch, Gavyn a shadow beside her. I ought to have felt relieved, but a terrible pain was pressing at my temples.

“What is wrong?” Dameon asked.

I did not answer him, for I had just realized the headache that had been troubling me was the pressure that always welled up before a premonition. I seldom experienced them, but now as I looked at the dog and the boy, pain filled my head till it seemed it must burst. I seemed to hear a woman screaming, and a feeling of danger and terror swept over me.

“What has happened?” I beastspoke Rasial. Gavyn followed the ridgeback until she had come to me and stopped, but even as the enormous canine fixed me with her cold, pale eyes, the boy wandered away humming softly and tunelessly under his breath.

“What has happened?” I asked again.

“Let the boy show you,” Rasial sent, and to my amazement, she simply carried me with her into Gavyn’s mind, which I discovered overlapped the dog’s mind even more intimately than Maruman’s overlapped mine. Indeed, there were places where I could locate no boundary.

I found myself enveloped by a memory that arose from the overlap in their minds.

It was night, and a figure was standing atop a crag of stone looking down into a shadowy, flat-bottomed crevice where two people walked, one behind the other. For a moment I was so astonished at the figure that I hardly noticed the people below, for it was the same scarlet-winged wolfman spirit that had saved me from the Destroyer when I was dreamtraveling and that, if Straaka was right, had summoned me to the high spirit realm where he had waited with a message from the merged spirits of the oldOnes.

Dazedly, I wondered if what I was seeing was not a memory but a vision Gavyn had experienced. Or perhaps the spirit-form had entered the boy’s sleeping spirit, but to what end?

The wolfman began to leap with singular grace along the sharp crags, flapping his scarlet wings just enough to keep himself in the air when the gap was wide. He seemed utterly unaware of me, and his attention was so strongly focused on the people in the canyon below that I was compelled to look down, too. A tall, powerfully built man was walking behind a smaller man.

I found myself drifting closer to the pair, and suddenly I saw with horror that the man held a rope, the other end of which was fastened around the smaller man’s neck. The wind gave a great sighing gust and a flag of hair fluttered back from the smaller figure, whom I realized was a girl. Overhead the clouds shifted and moonlight speared down into the ravine to illuminate the girl’s face.

It was Dragon.

Her beauty was unmistakable, despite the fact that her face was a mottled mass of bruising and filth. I was so shocked by the sight of her that I would have lost my connection to the dream or vision had not Rasial’s grip on me been so steadfast.

Dragon was so bedraggled and filthy that she might still have been the feral child I had lured from the Beforetime ruins on the west coast and brought back to Obernewtyn. But the torn and tattered rags she wore revealed all too clearly that she was a child no longer. She turned to look back at her captor, and her expression twisted into a grimace of terror and loathing so extreme that she looked half mad.

The man gave the rope a vicious jerk and Dragon was wrenched backward so hard that she lost her footing. She fell and rolled until the rope around her neck brought her to a brutal halt. She would likely have been throttled if she had not been walking with one hand hooked through the loop under her chin. This told me that the man had wrenched her like that often enough that she had learned to protect herself.

Rage choked me at the thought that anyone would dare to treat her so. But questions clamored in me, too. Who was the man, and how had she fallen into his hands? And why had they come to the high mountains? The terrain was so familiar that I was certain we had passed through that very ravine.

The man stopped and watched as Dragon struggled painfully to her feet. I could see fresh blood on her knee glistening black in the moonlight. He shook the rope impatiently and Dragon turned and went on, now limping. I kept my eyes on the man as they began to walk again, waiting for the moon to show me his face. When it did, I did not recognize it, but he seemed to be wearing a tattered rebel band around his upper arm. The colors would have told me who his chieftain was, if I could have made them out, yet surely he must be one of Malik’s men. Not all of them had been captured after the fall of Vos and Malik in Saithwold. Or maybe he was one of the men allied with Jude, who had escaped capture during the rout at Sawlney.

But how could Dragon have been taken when she could so easily have defended herself with her powerful coercive ability? Even if she had been taken by surprise initially, she could later have used it to free herself. And why had the man brought her into the mountains? It must have something to do with me, for it was simply too great a coincidence to believe that he had brought her to the mountains by chance.

The man caught my full attention again when he suddenly took two staggering steps forward and slapped Dragon hard enough that her head rocked on her shoulders. Was he drunk? I wondered, trembling with impotent rage.

“What is it? What is happening?” Swallow asked, shaking me and dragging me from Gavyn’s mind so roughly that I retched.

Seeing their drawn and anxious faces, I bit back a snarl and mustered my will to steady myself before explaining that Gavyn had seen Dragon being herded roughly through the mountains as the captive of an unknown man.

“Saw her when?” Swallow asked, glancing at the boy, who was picking at a scab on his knee, oblivious to our exchange.

“I think he saw her in a true dream,” I said. “And I recognized the terrain. They were not far from the Valley of the Skylake.”

“Do you speak of the girl who is the true queen of the Red Land?” Analivia asked incredulously.

I nodded. “It was night in the vision but from the glimpse I got of the moon, I’d say he was there a two or threeday ago, which means they will be a good deal closer by now.”

“Closer … you think they are following us?” Dameon asked.

“Let us say that I do not believe it is a coincidence that he has brought her into the mountains,” I said.

“The man must be a gifted tracker if he has been following our trail in these stony heights,” Ahmedri said, his eyes narrowing.

“I don’t know what he is, but Dragon is his captive and he has clearly beaten her,” I said, nauseated at the thought of the other abuses she might have endured.

“What can he possibly mean by bringing her after us?” Swallow asked.

“The only thing I can think of is that Dragon heard the same voice that brought the rest of you here and was on her way up when the man waylaid her. He could have forced the knowledge of her intentions from her. But why he would then bring her after me is a mystery. Unless he is one of Malik’s people and hungers for vengeance.”

“A long, hard road to walk for it, and most Landfolk would die rather than come up into these mountains,” Analivia said. “But is it not rather a leap to imagine Dragon was sent after you just because her captor brought her to the mountains?”

“You said yourself that she was to go with the ships to the Red Land,” Dameon agreed.

“I suggest we go back, capture this man, and discover what he is up to from his own mouth,” Swallow said. “Elspeth, was he definitely alone except for Dragon? Did you see if he was armed?”

I hesitated but decided not to muddy the matter by speaking of the wolfman spirit-form. “I saw no weapons but I do not doubt he carries at least one knife and probably a sword.”

“We have to rescue this girl,” Analivia told him grimly. “Swallow and Ahmedri and I will go. I can throw a knife very accurately from a distance. You must stay here to greet the wolves and explain why we must delay, Elspeth.”

“Better for all to wait here,” Rasial sent.

Analivia began to speak but I made a brusque gesture to silence her as I asked the dog, “Why do you say so?”

“The funaga-li has a blade,” Rasial sent. “He knows how to use it and he will kill the girl if he feels threatened. Better if he comes upon you here and believes he has surprised you. If he thinks he is master of us all, you can distract him and get MornirDragon away. Then I will tear his throat out.”

“You are certain he will not kill her before he gets here?” I asked, more startled by the white dog’s ability to read the man’s mind than her readiness to kill. It would not be the first time she had killed a man, after all.

Rasial answered, “The funaga-li uses/needs MornirDragon to bring him to us.”

Atthis must have told her how to find me, I thought. “Does Gavyn have any feeling of how long ago MornirDragon was in the canyon?” I asked, trying to gauge how far behind us the pair were.

“We slept and roamed in spirit-form. We saw MornirDragon. We remembered her from the barud. Sometimes, when first she came, the boy romped with her. We did not like it that the funaga-li had leashed her. We wanted to find them in my flesh and attack the man, but when we looked into the spirit of her captor, we saw what he meant to do to the girl if he was threatened.”

We looked into his spirit, I thought in reeling wonder. Then abruptly I understood. “You are the spirit-form of the wolfman. You and Gavyn together! You saw MornirDragon and her captor with your spirit-eyes. But how is this possible?”

Rasial looked into my eyes. “When I first saw the funaga cub, I smelled/saw that his spirit was/is not properly attached to his flesh. Sometimes the link between flesh and spirit is damaged in a birthing that is too long or too hard. I did not know that the cub had lain down to sleep by me when I flew in spirit to the high realms where the bond between flesh and spirit thins. I wanted to sever the link and be free of my flesh and the life I had lived within it. I did not know the boy’s spirit followed. He saw me fading, and not understanding that I desired death, he sensed my danger and cleaved to me. Our spirits fused. They can never be truly separate again.”

“You told me once that you came to Obernewtyn to die,” I sent.

I sensed a ripple of bleak laughter in the dog’s mind. “You remember that well. So I did. When I was whelped, my father dreamed that even as a funaga stole my life, I would take his. I thought that meant that I would die even as I killed the funaga killing me. That would have been better than what came to pass, for it is najulk to merge spirits with another, even if the pair be mated or cub and dam; they may be linked, but to merge is to cease to be one. It means that neither of us will ever have a mate, for we cannot be separated now, even in death. If one dies, the other will die, too.”

Najulk meant “unnatural” or “wrong,” I knew. “That is why Gavyn has become the way he is?”

“Now he sees with spirit-eyes as beasts do, even when he wakes, but because he is funaga, this prevents him from seeing the world of the flesh clearly. When we sleep and fly, the boy is very strong and he dominates the merge. That is why our spirit-form is male.”

“That is why the wolves react as they do to you, isn’t it?” I realized.

“They scent the unnature/wrongness of najulk in us,” Rasial said. “All beasts sense it and shun us.”

“Maruman does not shun you, or the horses,” I sent. “Nor Darga.”

“The feline is najulk, and the rest accept him, so they accept us/me, because we serve your quest. They believe there is a purpose in our najulkit,” Rasial sent.

Guessing that she was referring to the distortions in Maruman’s mind, which were certainly unnatural, I sent, “Maybe they are right, for I suspect the oldOnes could not have reached you to send you to rescue me if you were not as you are.” All at once it hit me that this was the reason Atthis had summoned Rasial. Not because of her or the boy, but because of their joined spirit. I suddenly remembered something my mother had once told me: There is a reason for all things that happen, even if we do not understand what it is.

“Merged as we are, we can fly higher than those who live can usually fly in spirit,” Rasial sent, and it seemed there was a thread of wary wonder in her mindvoice, as if she was beginning to see that what she had considered an aberration might have a purpose.

“Elspeth?” Swallow prompted with a hint of impatience.

I collected myself with a start and turned to the others. “Rasial tells us to wait here. She says that the man is using Dragon to find us. That means Atthis must have told her to come after me.”

“Who is Atthis?” Analivia asked.

I shook my head impatiently. “Listen to me. Rasial says that the man has a knife and that he will use it if he feels even slightly threatened. She said it will be safer for Dragon if we wait here and let them come to us and believe they have surprised us. I think she is right.”

“Can you coerce him?” Swallow asked.

Rasial, seeing the echo of the exchange in my mind, sent that this would not be possible. “You cannot coerce him, ElspethInnle. There is a mist of madness in him.”

“Elspeth?” Swallow prompted again.

“Rasial is saying I can’t. I think it is because he has taint poisoning. We will do as she suggests and let him come to us. We must prepare a trap.”

Swallow nodded, as did Dameon and Ahmedri, but Analivia stood up decisively. “It is getting dark. Let’s make it easy for him to find us by lighting a fire. A big one!”

It was decided that Swallow and I would wait by the fire with Darga and Ahmedri concealed close by. Since we had all come separately or in twos or threes to the mountains, we reasoned that there should be more than one of us waiting in case the man had seen tracks, and since he would be expecting to see me, I must be one of them. Analivia volunteered to go back along the trail and hide in a small cave she remembered noticing on the way up, just beneath the saddle. It would give her an unobstructed view of the long ridgeline leading to the pass, without any risk of being seen. I could farseek her regularly and when she told me that she could see Dragon and the man, Ahmedri and Darga would have plenty of time to conceal themselves. Dameon was to go with Maruman and the horses down to the remnant of the road below the plateau, where they could not be seen from above.

Rasial said that she and Gavyn would go with Dameon. Sensing my surprise, she explained that there was no predicting how the boy would react when he saw the man, and she might be affected enough by the boy’s rage to be compelled to attack. I agreed that they should go with Dameon, though I wondered if she truly was capable of being so affected by Gavyn’s feelings that she would act on them even against her own desires.

The only thing the man should see when he came through the weeping arch was a fire, a man, a woman, and a horse. Gahltha had insisted on remaining close by the campsite, and we had all agreed it would look suspicious if we had no mounts. Maruman had refused to leave, too, but he was so small that it was unlikely the man would notice him or be troubled if he did.

By the time we had finished making our preparations, the sun had set and the full moon was rising, but fortunately there was a ragged cloud cover that allowed it to show only partially and intermittently. The darker the better for our plan to work.

Analivia took a bottle of water and some food and hurried off to take up her position. Although there was no call for him to go at once, Dameon decided he would go down to the road and set up a makeshift camp, since he might be waiting for some time. Ahmedri offered to go down with him and to help him light a fire before doubling back, and the empath accepted his help with thanks, though at the last minute he said, “Perhaps I should remain. I could calm this man using empathy.”

“Better that he should find fewer people here,” I said firmly. “Besides, I am not sure empathy will have much effect on someone whose mind is addled with taint sickness.”

I thought again of Dragon and felt ill at the realization that she, too, must be afflicted with taint sickness if the man had forced her to cross tainted ground. I could only cling to the image I had seen of her in Gavyn’s memories, which had shown her to be badly beaten and battered, but lacking any of the obvious signs of advanced taint sickness.

Dameon heaved a sigh and turned to go along with Faraf, who glanced back and sent solemnly, “Take care, ElspethInnle.”

“Do not fear for me/us, little sistermind,” I assured her.

When they had gone, Swallow and I set about preparing hiding places for Darga and the tribesman. Our plan was to lure the man between them, and then I was to distract him so that they could leap out and get Dragon safely away. Rasial had impressed upon me that the man’s mind was fanatically edgy and suspicious and that I must do nothing to alarm him, for he would have no reason to keep Dragon alive once he had found us.

When all was in readiness, we sat down by the fire. Swallow set some soup at the edge to warm and got out some campbread that he had made while I was “sleeping my head off,” as he put it with a mischievous smile. I could not muster a smile in response, for I was too anxious about Dragon. The gypsy sobered as he sliced the bread and forked the first piece, handing it to me to toast. I told him that I was not hungry, but he bade me cook it, for no one could feel threatened with the smell of toasting bread wafting at them.

Sighing, I forbore to say that it might be hours before the man appeared and held the bread to the glowing embers. Despite what I had said, when the scent of the toast reached my nose, my stomach began to growl. Swallow laughed and said my stomach gave the lie to my words. This time, I managed a wan grin in response.

For a time we were silent, save for the rising whine of the wind that had blown up and the sound of the wood and firenuts crackling.

“She was the first D’rekta that led the Twentyfamilies here, wasn’t she, this Cassandra?” Swallow asked almost dreamily, his eyes on the wisp of steam rising from the bread. “There cannot be two skilled stone carvers born in the Beforetime who left messages for you.”

“I am certain of it,” I said.

He looked at me. “How do you come to know so much of her life before the holocaust?”

“I have been having past-dreams of her, almost since I first learned what I must do,” I said.

His eyes widened. “You have seen her, too?”

“Many times,” I said. “The last time, I think she was talking to another girl about a secret key that would allow a person to reach Sentinel even after it was supposed to be impossible. I have no doubt it was the key I need.” I frowned, remembering that Analivia had described both women in her vision as having long hair, though in my last dream of Cassy, her hair had been cut short. But perhaps Analivia’s vision had shown them some years after the Great White, for we had no way of knowing how long it was before they had begun their journey to the Red Land.

I hesitated, and then asked, “You know one of the messages your D’rekta left me was about Dragon.”

Swallow looked startled. “What did it say?”

“That she carries something I need in her memory of the Red Land,” I said. “I have told you that the futuretellers saw me there with her.”

“Yet it seems they were mistaken.”

“I am no longer so sure of that,” I answered. “They never spoke of us traveling there with the expedition. It just seemed so obvious that we would go there in that way. But I have been thinking on it, and the futuretellers never actually said that Dragon would be the reason the four ships would be instrumental in overthrowing the slavemasters. Again I assumed that because of who Dragon is.”

“But how can either of you get there without the ships to carry you, and especially if you are not to go back to the Land? And how can Rushton and four ships prevail against the might of the slavemasters’ hordes that are said to occupy the Red Land, especially if, as it is said, the enslaved will not rise against them until their queen returns?” Swallow asked, absently setting aside the toast and forking another slice.

“All I know is that Dragon has something I need for my quest, and against all the odds, she is coming to me, though she is the beaten and battered captive of an unknown man,” I said. “Knowing this, it is hard for me to doubt that somehow I will go to the Red Land with her.”

Swallow glanced back toward the pass. “Maybe you should check on Analivia.”

I nodded, and mustered my strength to send out a probe shaped to the lowland woman’s mind, deciding that I would also farseek Rasial, for it had occurred to me that she could warn the wolves of what was happening. Rheagor would listen whether or not he regarded her as unnatural. My probe located and Analivia welcomed me with such frantic relief that she nearly dislodged me.

“What is the matter? Do you see them on the ridgeline?” I asked, my heart beginning to gallop.

“Not there!” Analivia sent. “Here. I mean, they have almost reached the pass! I had barely got in place before I saw them below, climbing up the spur. It was only sheer luck that the man did not look up and see me. I did not dare come back to warn you, for he would have surely seen me. I have been cowering in my hole willing you would farseek me in time. Elspeth, he will be there in minutes!”

I withdrew and bade Swallow help Darga to hide in the hole we had prepared and to lay a blanket over it, for the man was about to come through the pass. The gypsy wasted no time in asking questions, and I farsent to Ahmedri. When he understood what had happened, he promised that he would return stealthily, since he could not now arrive before Dragon and her captor.

“It may work in our favor, for once you have the man’s attention, I can move around and approach him from behind. The fire will ruin his night vision,” he added.

“Just be careful,” I warned, and withdrew.

Swallow returned to sit down, and shifting the soup onto the flame, he began stirring it vigorously to send out its enticing scent. I set aside the bread I had toasted and forked another slice to cook. Our plan was simple. We would offer the man a bowl of food, knowing that he would need both hands to hold it. But first he must be made to feel relaxed enough to believe we were no threat.

“We should not sit here in silence,” Swallow said in a low voice. “It does not matter what we say, for the wind will stop him hearing clearly, but the sound of voices will reassure him that we are not setting a trap. Make sure you are sitting at an angle that lets you watch the pass out of the corner of your eye.” He glanced up at the sky, which was black, save for a thin place in the cloud cover where the moonlight could shine through.

“I can just see it,” I said.

“Remember, if he is affected by taint poisoning, as you suspect, his reactions and wits will be slowed, but he will be nervous and unpredictable, too,” Swallow warned.

“As soon as I think he is distracted enough, I will beastspeak Darga. When he leaps out, you must move instantly and get Dragon away. Nothing else matters.”

“What if he attacks you?” Swallow asked.

“I, Marumanyelloweyes/​Moonwatcher, will protect ElspethInnle,” Maruman sent, and he lifted his head to glare at Swallow, baring his teeth and uttering a low growl.

“I, Gahltha Daywatcher, am here, too, ElspethInnle,” Gahltha sent, and he tapped his hoof twice on the stone and snorted.

“I just wish we knew what he wanted,” Swallow said after a small silence. “I can accept he might know where you are because of Dragon. But that does not tell us why this man wants you so badly that he would risk taint poisoning.”

“Maybe he wants a hostage,” I said.

“Surely the girl would make a perfect hostage if that is all he wants,” Swallow said.

I was studying the blanket-covered stone on the other side of the fire, where we had reckoned to seat our visitor. It was facing the fire and it would put his side to Darga’s hiding place. No matter how closely he held Dragon, he would have to loosen his grip if he would sit, and when Darga leaped out, he would be facing away from Swallow, giving the gypsy a chance to leap at him unseen.

“Once we have him, we will bind him with his own filthy leash and find out what he wants,” Swallow muttered. “Do you see him yet?”

“No,” I said, but then the moonlight shone down fleetingly and I saw a dark shape at the pass. “Yes,” I said.

Swallow immediately began a rather stilted treatise on the best woods for carving. I hardly heard him, for my whole mind was on the pair moving softly toward us, shadows in darkness. I kept my eyes on the bread I was toasting, not wanting the man to have any reason to fear he had been seen. I dared not try to farseek Dragon lest she do or say something that caused her captor to hurt her.

When the hulking form of a man stopped dead at the edge of the hollow, I farsent to warn Swallow, who leaned forward to stir the soup. He was still talking, but I could not take in a word of it, nor muster any response. Every part of me was focused on the man swaying at the edge of the hollow. I could just see that he was holding Dragon close against his side, one arm wrapped around her and the rope wound about his hand to shorten it. As he began to move down into the hollow, moonlight showed again and glinted on the knife he held in his free hand.

Carefully, I reached out to the man’s mind, praying that Rasial had been wrong and that I would be able to coerce him, but the ridgeback had been right. I could not get in. The taint in him was strong enough to make my mind buzz uncomfortably, and I wondered how Rasial had managed to read the man’s thoughts. But then I remembered—it was not his thoughts but his spirit that the merged spirit-form of Rasial and Gavyn had read.

Concentrate! I snarled at myself. I heard the sound of a boot scrape the stone. It was too loud for us not to have heard, and I looked up even as Swallow turned slowly, rising to his feet and squinting into the darkness. He took care to keep his hands in view so that the man would see he held no more than a wooden spoon. “Who is there?” he asked in a tone that contrived to be both wary and anxious.

The man stopped again, and seeing him in the dim ruddy firelight, it seemed that I had seen him before, though I did not recognize him. He was a good head taller than Ahmedri, strongly built and solidly muscled, but his eyes glittered with fever and all about his mouth, throat, and filthy, matted beard were the black blisters of advanced taint sickness. Pity warred with revulsion, but both were swept away by terror when he drew Dragon against his chest and belly and lifted the blade to lay its edge against her throat. Horror welled in me at the thought that he meant to cut her throat then and there, and I felt Maruman’s claws sink into my legs, though he did not move otherwise.

For a long moment nothing happened, and then I gathered my wits and my courage and pretended to squint to see so that he would not wonder why I made no comment about the knife. I said, “Come closer, sirrah, so that we can see you. Have you and the lass had an accident? This is a dreadful lonely place to be injured, but lucky for you I have a healing kit and a little skill.”

I could not see Dragon’s eyes, for they were closed, nor could I tell if she had taint blisters, for there were fresh smears of blood over her discolored and swollen face.

“Come and share our fire,” Swallow invited. “You need have no fear of us, for there is only me and my sister Elaria. In truth, it is not men you need to fear in these mountains but the queer beasts that dwell here. Join us, if you will, because four will fare better than two and a horse. It is a pity we had to abandon our wagon but there was no help for it in these mountains. We have some stew if you would like. Do you have anything we could use to thicken it, mayhap? A turnip? My sister can tend to your wounds.”

“Where is she?” the man growled. The edges of the words were slurred and I realized with horror that there were blisters inside his mouth and over his tongue. He must have drunk tainted water!

But his knife hand did not waver.

Cold ran through me and with it a deadly sense of purpose.

I set Maruman aside and, rising, drew off the scarf I had pulled over my hair. “I will come to you, if you will release the girl,” I said, knowing I could better fight and hold the knife off than the half-stunned Dragon, and even if he cut me, I would heal.

The man glared at me. “You think I don’t know my own kin, woman? I know she is near. Summon her or I will stick the girl and I know you don’t want that.” He staggered a little and the knife drew a little necklace of blood beads, but Dragon did not speak or open her eyes. Maybe she was unconscious.

“I do not know what kin you mean,” I began carefully, wondering if he was mad, and then I heard the ring of boots on stone.

“I am here,” said Analivia, coming down from the weeping arch.
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“WHAT DO YOU want, brother?” Analivia asked coldly.

Moss! I thought.

The big man’s attention was wholly fixed on his sister, though he did not slacken his grip on Dragon nor shift the knife from her throat.

“I came for you, little sister. I am your kin, though you forgot it when you gave your soul to the mutants and beast lovers,” he snarled; then he spat and the blood was dark on the stone by his feet.

“It is you who forgot you were my brother long ago,” Analivia said. She was trembling like a leaf and her hands hanging at her sides clawed the cloth of her trousers.

“A brother rules his sister and his mother,” Moss said in his slurred, wet voice. “They are no more than beasts to a man and he does what he pleases with them and to them. So did my father and so he taught me to do.”

“I dwelt with my only true brother,” Analivia hissed.

“That moon calf,” Moss said, and spat again. “Is that how you came to the beast lovers, girl? You gave yourself to Bergold and then to the beast lovers and what next? The beasts themselves?”

“I would say that you are the beast but it would be an insult to any animal,” Analivia said, her voice shaking. “Why did you come?”

“I said already, to get you and bring you back,” snarled Moss. “Father said I could have you if I helped him get free, but he died just after we got free of the rebels, the old fool. Tripped down a gorge and broke his neck.” He gave a cawing laugh that sent out a spray of saliva and blood. “So I decided I would have you anyway. I was coming up to get you from Bergold’s place but when I tickled the servant with a knife, he said the master and his sister had gone to live with the mutants at Obernewtyn. I was on the road up when I found this girl going all alone the same way. I remembered her red hair from Sutrium, when she went about with that uppity healer Dardelan crooned over. I caught her and used her to get me past the mutants and beast lovers.”

I wondered why Dragon had not used her powers to defend herself. Unless Moss had already been riddled with taint sickness when he captured her. His knife tip crept closer to the throbbing artery in the girl’s slender throat and I held my breath, knowing that he had only to jerk and cut and she would bleed to death in seconds.

“How did you know where Ana was?” I asked softly, hoping he would shift position and get the knife away from Dragon’s throat.

Moss’s black hungry gaze swiveled to me and he said cryptically, “Blood knows blood.”

“Let the child go and come to me,” Analivia invited. Her voice was steadier now. “You want me, don’t you?” There was a desperate, hideous coyness in her voice but her hand was moving toward the little sheath that held her belt knife. My heart began to pound, for if she drew it out and tried to attack him, Moss would kill Dragon.

I was desperately trying to form a probe to stop her when Moss suddenly laughed. “Do you think I am a fool like Bergold, Analivia? I have felt your iron claw before. Take off the knife sheath and set it down beside you and then come to me. Better still, take off your clothes and come to me naked so I can see you are unarmed. You have filled out some since I last saw you so, and I would see how it suits you.”

I heard Swallow draw in a fierce, ragged breath of outrage, but my eyes were on the knife poised against Dragon’s throat.

“Obey me or the mutant pig dies,” Moss told his sister gloatingly. His mouth split into a feral lunatic grin. “Unless you would like me to kill it. Is that it?

Are you jealous, Analivia? I did not use her, for she is a mutant and to take such a one to my bed would be vile.”

“Moss,” I said softly. “You are hurt and hungry. Sit and I will give you some food and Ana can tend your hurts. We can talk. No one needs to die here.”

Moss bared his teeth at me but I saw with relief that he had withdrawn the knife a little. “Sit down, bitch, or I will cut her head off.” Then his eyes narrowed. “You will come back with me, too, Elspeth Gordie, doxy to the master of Obernewtyn. Him and all the beast lovers will cringe and weep and grovel to do my bidding once they see I have you. And if they don’t move fast enough, why, you can use your filthy mutant powers on them. I heard you can kill with your mind. I’d like to see that.” He grinned horribly and I saw that his teeth were streaked with blood. “You’d have killed me I guess, if it wasn’t for the demon band I wear.”

My mouth fell open as I understood why Dragon had not been able to affect him, and then it struck me that this might be why he was sick. He must not know—or perhaps he did not believe it—that demon bands were filled with tainted matter, which prevents a Misfit from entering the wearer’s mind but would eventually kill them.

His blackened lips split in a wide, delighted smile that made the sores about his mouth crack and ooze glistening pus. “Show me the trick now, mutant. Kill the gypsy there. Do it or I will kill the girl.”

“Moss,” Analivia cried, but even as her brother turned toward her, a small owl appeared out of the enfolding darkness on silent gray wings, talons outstretched as it flew at Moss’s face. He bellowed and instinctively lifted his hands to protect his eyes. The little owl banked at the last second to cut away and vanish into the black night as soundlessly as it had come.

After a stunned moment, both Swallow and I sprang forward and I was conscious of Darga leaping from his nest of blankets at the same moment, but the knife that flew between us was faster and buried itself in the left side of Moss’s chest with a woody thump. It was a clean and perfect kill, and Moss did not utter a sound as he fell flat on his back with the heavy lifeless thud of a sack of flour.

I ran to scoop up Dragon, who had slid boneless to the ground when Moss released her to fend off the owl. I was terrified that he might have killed her but thankfully he had missed the vein. Even so, the cut was deep enough that blood ran freely down her neck and her skin felt cold and clammy. I looked up to ask for a blanket and saw Analivia swaying on her feet, her expression a ghastly mixture of horror and triumph.

Only then did I realize that it was she who had thrown the knife.

Swallow put an arm about her shoulders and drew her to sit by the fire as Ahmedri knelt by me and wrapped a blanket around Dragon before lifting her effortlessly into his arms. “I will tend her,” he said, beginning to open a pouch at his belt. He looked at me. “I know what to do.”

I was glad when he bade me get water and warm it, for it gave me something to do. But when I tried to pour water from my bottle into a pan, my hand shook so hard that I spilled most of it.

“You look white enough to faint, too. Sit,” Swallow said, taking the pan from me and filling it before setting it to warm on the fire.

Analivia was rigid beside me, her eyes wide and unfocused. Pity welled up in me as I thought of what she must have endured, and I reached out to take her hands. They were ice cold and limp, so I chafed them gently between my own until the blankness faded from her eyes.

She took a shuddering breath and looked at me, shame in her expression. “I … I dreamed so many times of killing him, but I was a child and I was terrified of what he would do to me if I failed.” She shuddered. “I told him that I would tell the Councilman or the healer what he did to me and he said he would cut my tongue and eyes out if I did, for he had no need of them.”

Her words reminded me too vividly of the nightmarish period when I had been a prisoner of the rebel Malik. For a moment I seemed to feel the cold touch of his knife tip against my cheek, when he had threatened to cut my eyes out. He would have mutilated and tortured me before killing me, but he had not been my brother and he had not abused me first.

“Ana, none of it was your fault or your doing,” I said softly. “Moss was stronger and older.”

She did not seem to hear me as she went on, half babbling and occasionally giving a sobbing kind of laugh. “I almost hated my name, because his mouth could speak it. But my mother gave it to me and … and I loved her. She knew what he would do, I think, before even he knew. She sent me away on errands as much as she could. She had the healer teach me midwifing because it meant I would have to be away from home a lot. She … protected me as best she could, but she could not protect herself from my father, and when she was gone, Moss came.” Tears had begun to stream down her cheeks and I found myself weeping, too, because my own childhood, however brutally it had ended, had been full of love.

Swallow sat down on the other side of Analivia and clasped my hands and hers in his. Gradually Analivia’s wild storm of weeping became less violent until finally she ceased with a little shuddering sigh.

“He was a monster,” Swallow said, and never had I heard him speak with such icy rage.

“He was my brother and I killed him,” Analivia said. She sounded numb and exhausted.

“You did not kill him out of hate or the desire for revenge, though you had reason enough to feel both. You killed him to protect Dragon.”

Analivia looked at him for a long moment, her expression unreadable, and then she took her hands from ours, covered her face with them, and began to weep again, very softly.

We spent the remainder of the night in the hollow for Dragon’s sake, in the hope that she would wake. Her skin was very cool and pale, a sure sign of shock, Ahmedri said, and Swallow agreed. I felt only a terrible sense of weariness at seeing her lost in sleep yet again. I did not dare try to enter her mind to draw her out. I could only pray, as I had done so many times before, that she would wake and that her mind and memories would be intact.

I had farsent Dameon to let the others know what had happened, and they all hurried back to the hollow. The moon was setting by the time Gavyn and Rasial appeared, with Dameon and the horses. The little owl, which I had not seen for days and had all but forgotten until she attacked Moss, was sitting on Gavyn’s shoulder, her eyes wide and yellow in the darkness.

“Did you send Fey?” I asked Rasial, remembering the name Kella had given her.

“The cub did,” Rasial said when Gavyn did not seem to even have heard the question. “We flew with the bird and watched in spirit-form, and when we saw that the funaga-li meant to kill the she-cub, we bade her attack.”

I shivered at the thought of being watched by spirit-eyes, and yet had I not watched the world through spirit-eyes more than once, if inexpertly? Besides, if they had not watched and sent the owl flying into Moss’s face, the night might have ended very differently. I thanked Rasial and then Gavyn, but the boy rose and wandered away in the midst of my words to look down at the sleeping Dragon. Then he smiled his soft, strange smile and, to my surprise, he threw the owl into the air. As the tiny bird floated away, Gavyn stretched out on the bare ground alongside Dragon, and Rasial went to lie on the other side of the girl. That reminded me of how the beasthealer Darius had summoned this strange pair to help him tend to Miky. Had he been able to see that their spirits were merged, and how or why had he used them to help Miky? But Miky had woken, and now I could only hope they would be able to bring Dragon to wakefulness.

Analivia had wanted to sit vigil by Dragon but, displaced now, she stood uncertainly looking down at the odd trio. I bade her join us by the fire for a meal but she answered tersely that she was tired and would rather sleep than eat. She would not meet my eyes and in a short while she wrapped herself in her blanket and lay down with her back to us.

As Swallow prepared his meal, Ahmedri went off for a time and arrived back at the camp dragging several surprisingly large branches from a dead tree that he had noticed growing from the cliff below, where the Beforetime road ran. He had found in its roots a handful of dry-looking tubers. The latter were added to the stew while Ahmedri broke up the wood and fed it to the fire. The firenuts Gavyn had collected put out more heat, but there was something pleasing about the loud crack and hiss and the pungent scent of burning wood.

I looked across the fire at Dameon, in whose lap Maruman lay, contentedly asleep. The empath was gazing into the fire, his expression very serious, and I wondered what he was thinking about. I had told him what had transpired with Moss and Analivia when I farsought him, but none of us had talked about what had happened. Perhaps we had been constrained by the dead Moss, whose body Swallow and Ahmedri had dragged out of sight of his sister, or by the things he had revealed about his relationship with Analivia. Now she lay still, but I did not think anyone believed she was sleeping.

The horses were grazing while they had the chance. Faraf had told me that Rheagor had come with two other wolves to get us, but after talking with Rasial, they had departed again, bidding us come as soon as we were able. They had promised to leave a trail that even a dog could follow. Faraf had said diffidently that she supposed that was meant to be an insult but that Rasial had merely acknowledged the wolf’s words.

When I had told the others what had been said, they all sobered at the news that we would soon be crossing tainted ground, though I assured them, as Rheagor had assured Rasial, that he would lead us where the taint was lightest.

“She sleeps,” Dameon said softly, and I realized that what I had taken for preoccupation had been the empath sending calmness and tranquility and serenity to Analivia. No wonder Maruman was sitting on his lap. Indeed, now that Dameon had ceased to empathize, Maruman opened his yellow eye and glared at the empath before shifting from his lap to my knee, kneading and clawing me painfully until he had made me comfortable for himself.

“You should get some sleep,” Dameon suggested.

“I can feel you worrying about Dragon, but that won’t help her.”

“I am worried about her, but it is Analivia who concerns me right now. I can’t help but think about her childhood. It must have been appalling.”

“She rose above it,” Dameon said firmly. “At the moment, the hardest thing for her to bear is knowing that we know what was done to her.”

“But she has no cause for shame,” I said indignantly, and then I sighed. “Yet it is true that victims often blame themselves for what has happened to them.” I looked over at Dragon. “I wonder who Dragon will blame for what has happened to her when she wakes. But more, I wonder how Moss knew his sister would be in the mountains with me. When I asked how he had found this camp, he said that blood knows blood, but what does that mean? In truth, I cannot believe it was mere chance that he happened on Dragon, who was coming to where his sister was.”

“Why would the dream speaker allow Dragon to bring Moss to you?” Dameon asked. “What gain would there be in it?”

“Dragon is connected to my quest, Dameon. There is something in her memories of the Red Land that I need to know, to deal with Sentinel.”

Dameon looked astonished, but then he said, “I have been thinking about your Cassandra. You said that she went to the Red Land before she came to the Land. Why didn’t she just deal with Sentinel herself while she was there?”

“I have wondered about that myself, and I can only suppose that either she did not have all that was needed or that Sentinel is not in the Red Land,” I said. “Besides, remember that Hannah had foreseen that I alone would be capable of preventing it from being used.”

“I had forgotten that,” Dameon admitted.

I noticed that Ahmedri and Swallow were listening, and I included them with a glance when I said, “We have to decide what to do if Dragon does not wake.”

“We make a travois,” Ahmedri said swiftly enough that I guessed he had given the matter some thought. “The horses can take turns pulling it, and when the way is too steep, we can use ropes to haul it up or down.” He added that he had already laid aside the longest branches from the tree he had dragged in to use as side poles.

Swallow nodded his approval, yawning, and then suggested we might be wise to get some sleep if we wanted to leave the next day.

“I will take first watch,” I offered, knowing I was too wide awake to sleep yet.

“I will sit with you,” Dameon said gently.

“I will take the next watch and that will bring us through to dawn, I fear,” said Ahmedri.

“Wake me when the sun is up, my friend, and we will cover the body with a cairn before Ana rises,” Swallow said. “He was a bastard but he was her brother and her blood, so we cannot leave him as a feast for the firelizards.”

“If we carry him up and lay him by the remains of the talus, we will not have to carry the stones far,” Ahmedri said, yawning as well. Both men went off into the darkness, still talking of cairns and travois, and then they returned to wrap themselves in their blankets and sleep.

I found my eyes drawn again to Dragon, who slept still between Gavyn and Rasial. Her hair was a dirty red gold in the firelight, and although Ahmedri had wiped the injured places on her face and body in order to treat them, tomorrow I would get up early and bathe her.

I felt Dameon’s empathy soothing me, and sighed.

“I am sorry. I can’t stop worrying about things. Tell me, what do you feel when you are close to them? Rasial and Gavyn, I mean. Do you feel anything from them now?”

“I sense they are doing something but I do not know what,” Dameon answered.

I told him about the merged spirits of the strange pair and about how Darius had used them to help him tend to Miky.

“Perhaps they are healing Dragon’s spirit,” Dameon said. “Maybe when Darius used them to help with Miky, they saw how it was done.”

“I hope so,” I said grimly. “My fear is that she will wake, but without any memory of her past.”

“She loves you, Elspeth, and one day she will recollect it,” the empath said.

“Do you feel it or do you know it?” I asked with a wry smile.

He smiled wanly back. “For me, very often it is the same thing, but in this case, I suppose the best way to put it is to say that love is not so easily forgotten. Think how Rushton’s mind was possessed by the things Ariel did to him, yet it clung to a memory of you that saved him, even though, paradoxically, it was your image that was used to torture him. The love Rushton felt for you was stronger than the fear and hate Ariel had trained his mind to feel,” he said.

I noticed a queer rigidity in the empath’s face. “Did you quarrel with Rushton, Dameon?”

A startled, almost wary expression came over his features. “Why do you ask?”

I shrugged, already wishing I had not spoken. “It is … it is just that when you speak of him, I see something in your expression. Some reserve.”

“I love him and honor him and yet I left him so I could join the woman he loves while he could not,” Dameon said flatly. He was silent for a time, and then he said, “Perhaps I envy him as well.”

“Because he can see?” I asked incredulously. “You see more than most sighted folk and always have. In truth, Rushton would envy your Talent and call himself blind by comparison.”

“Yet he has Talent,” Dameon said.

“A great cavern within him that he cannot enter of his own will, and he does not acknowledge it as a Talent.”

“What is a Talent but an ability that most people do not possess? But I meant that I envy Rushton the strength of his will. He is a born leader because he can truly put the welfare of others ahead of his own desires.” Dameon rose suddenly and said he would try to sleep.

“Sleep well,” I said, slightly bewildered by his sudden departure. Only when he had curled up in his blanket did I realize that he had not answered my question, yet I could not imagine him quarreling with Rushton.

“All funaga are blind in one way or another,” Maruman grumbled sleepily.

I stared into the fire for a long time, thinking about Straaka and Ahmedri and the oldOnes and about Miryum and the mysterious efari, if it was they who had captured her. I thought about Cassandra and about Hannah and Jacob Obernewtyn. Then I thought about Analivia and her father and brothers, and about Rasial and Gavyn. There was so much to think about, so much that I had discovered since leaving Obernewtyn.

I looked at Dragon often and prayed that when morning came she would wake. Even if she still feared and hated me, that would be better than this. I could try to befriend her from the beginning this time, rather than frightening her by insisting she acknowledge a friendship she did not remember. Having Dameon with us would help. Indeed, it was possible that was why he had been summoned.

When I calculated I had finished my watch, I awakened Swallow and bade him good morning and good night before rolling myself in my blanket to sleep. Maruman curled up with me.

“My guardians,” I murmured, and slept.

I dreamed of a dragon flying in the wind, red and gold as the sun rising from the sea behind it. I saw the wolfman dream form flying alongside it. They swooped down to brush the bronze skin of the sea, and I heard a lovely wash of music rising from the waves, and then Ari-noor was leaping from the sea to sail up into the air, and the music rose until it seemed a tide of sound, lifting them all higher and higher, until they began to melt and merge in the high realm of pure spirit.

The dream changed and I saw a little girl with pale skin and dark unruly hair crouched low in a meadow of long and impossibly vivid green grass. The girl giggled, then raised her head slowly as if playing hide-and-seek. A woman came and hunkered down alongside her. I noted the darkness of her skin and the long, thick, curling hair, black as night, that brushed her waist. A pureblood gypsy, I thought, only there was no Twentyfamilies tattoo on her arm. A halfbreed that throws to her gypsy side. Then she turned to look in the direction the child was pointing and I saw her face.

She was a good ten years older than when last I had seen her, but there was no mistaking her. It was Cassandra.

I was shocked, because I had never seen her at this age before, and because it meant I was again dreaming of her in the days after the Great White.

The child gave a laugh and pounced on a kitten that had been stalking them through the grass. Its markings and yellow eyes were Maruman’s and I wondered if this was the cat Analivia had dreamed of, lying in Hannah Seraphim’s arms. But no, this must have been one of its kittens, given how many years older Cassy was. The woman reached out to the kitten to rub his belly and he went limp with pleasure in the girl’s arms.

Definitely not Maruman, I thought. He would have my hand off at the wrist if I tried to rub his belly like that. But then I remembered I had never known him as a kitten. Maybe he had been like this before whatever had befallen him.

The child set the kitten down and plucked a blade of grass, which she began to wiggle enticingly. The kitten’s eyes went black and he flattened himself to the ground, twitching his rump and tail before pouncing, spitting and fizzing. The child shrieked with laughter.

I noticed that she had dark green eyes fringed with heavy black lashes. Not Cassandra’s child, for she had borne only one child and it had been the boy, Evander. This was likely the child of one of the Beforetime Misfits, who had later become the Twentyfamilies of the Land.

“Is it only when I am asleep that we can come here? Grass is so nice,” said the girl in a wistful, piping voice. Her little round face and green eyes were very serious under a dark ragged fringe that looked as if it had been hacked off with a blunt knife.

Cassandra wriggled her fingers and laughed when the kitten shot out a paw to bat at them. Then she looked at the child and said, “Hannah has seen true green grass growing in the world, and she has promised me that all three of us will see it before we die.”

“Does she see everything?” the little girl asked, eyes wide.

“Not everything, but maybe too much, little one.” There was pity in Cassandra’s face now.

The kitten suddenly stretched, and two transparent golden wings burst from his back. He unfurled them, flew up gracefully, and vanished. “Oh, why did you make him go?” asked the girl, sounding disappointed.

Cassandra said gently, “Merimyn visits our dreams as he chooses, dear one.”

The child gave the older woman an arch smile from under her fringe. “I know you made him up for me.”

Cassandra laughed. “Believe what you will, child, but I did not create Merimyn.”

“Then who did? Mama?”

Cassandra hesitated and then shook her head slightly, as if deciding something. “Why, he made himself up. But the one thing I do know is that no one is his master.”

The little girl gave her a skeptical look from under the fringe and then said solemnly, “When I grow up, no one will be my master either.”

“That is a fine ambition.”

The child sighed and looked around. “It is so black and ugly when we are awake. And the muties frighten me.”

“Don’t call them that, child. It’s not their fault they are as they are,” Cassandra said. She drew the child into her arms and kissed her head. “We must pity them, even if we can’t help being frightened of them. But soon we’ll set sail and leave this dreadful land to them.”

I felt myself being shaken and the dream dissolved as I opened my eyes to find it was morning and Swallow was looking down at me with consternation. I blinked at him, groggy from the depth and intensity of my past-dream, and said, “His name was Merimyn.”

Swallow said in a low, urgent voice, “Elspeth, listen to me. The body has gone.”

I sat up, struggling to understand. “Not Dragon?” I gasped.

The gypsy shook his head impatiently. “Dragon sleeps. I mean Moss, who was dead. Is dead, but gone. You recall that we dragged his body just outside the hollow last night—over there—so that it would not be the first thing Analivia saw when she got up, but when Ahmedri and I went just now to carry him up to build the cairn about him, he was gone.”

I climbed out of my bedding and went with the gypsy to the place where he and Ahmedri had laid the dead man. There was nothing to indicate he had ever been there, not even a telltale smear of blood. “Something must have been drawn by the scent of blood.”

“It is no mere firelizard or cave rat that can haul away a man that size in such silence that a tribesman does not hear a thing,” Swallow said. “And where are the tracks?”

I looked over to the fire, where Analivia was folding her blanket and rummaging in her pack. “She doesn’t know yet?”

“I cannot judge if she would bear telling after last night,” he said. “We could say that we buried him by hurling him into the abyss.”

I shook my head. “We must tell her the truth, for what if we were to come upon the remains of his body suddenly?”

Swallow looked doubtful but he followed me back to the fire where Analivia knelt. She glanced at us, her expression remote, but her face changed as she took in our manner. She stood up. “What is the matter?”

“Ana, Ahmedri and Swallow dragged the body of your brother away from the camp last night. They meant to build a cairn over it this morning, but it has vanished.”

“Moss is alive?” Alarm flashed in her eyes.

“No!” I said quickly. “He was well and truly dead last night. I meant that we think some beast or several carried him off in the night.…”

She stared at me for a long moment and then gave a shaky laugh, but her expression was hard. “Did you truly think I’d have hysterics because of some beast gnawing on Moss’s bones?” She shook her head emphatically. “I cannot mourn for the death of a man who did me so much ill, much less for his body. But in truth, even if I had loved him, it would not offend me to think beasts had taken him for a meal. A body is no more than flesh. After all that you have told us of Ahmedri’s brother Straaka, I know that we are far more than bones and skin and blood.”

Swallow and I gaped at her in wonder, and then the gypsy laughed and said, “You are a marvel, Ana.”

The admiration in his voice did not make her smile. She reached down to grab a pot of water standing in the ashes and carried it over to Dragon, where she knelt and began to bathe the dirt from the girl’s face, her expression closed and her cheeks pale.

I thought of what Dameon had said and wondered how to convince Analivia that we did not blame or judge her for what had been done to her. Swallow shook his head and began to make porridge, saying that we had better set up an armed watch in the future. Then Ahmedri called him to help make Dragon’s travois. I took over preparing the porridge. It was beginning to bubble sluggishly when Dameon came down into the hollow. His wet hair and damp pink face told me that he had been bathing and I had a sudden urge to do the same.

“How did you manage to wash your hair in those trickles of water?” I asked.

“Slowly,” he said drily.

Realizing this might be my last chance to bathe for some time, I decided to make the effort. I left the empath to stir the porridge, got some clean underwear and soap from my pack, and went up to bathe.

Dameon had been right about it being time-consuming. The water fell in icy trickles from the stone arch, but it was a pleasure to be clean and afterward I washed my smallclothes as well. I had managed not to anguish over the fact that Dragon had not woken, and when I returned to the hollow, Ahmedri and Swallow were lifting her gently onto the travois they had created.

Analivia came to me, carrying her towel and soap, and said she was going to bathe as well.

“How is she?” I asked, nodding toward Dragon.

“She stirred as I bathed her wounds and once she cried out in pain when I sewed a deep gash on her leg, but she did not come near to waking. None of her wounds are fatal or poisoned and I would say she has not been exposed to a dangerous level of taint.”

She went out of the hollow toward the weeping stone arch and I went down to sit on a stone beside the travois, thinking of my dream of the dragon flying with the wolfman that was the merged spirit-form of Gavyn and Rasial. Had they been flying with her spirit-form in the night? I had thought they were healing her but there had been something joyous in that mad flight, swooping down to touch the waves and then flying up on a tide of song. But it could not be that Ari-noor had flown with them.

Dragon’s face and arms were clean now, but her hair was still a tangle. I got another bowl of water from the fire and carried it back to wash her hair as best I could, then I toweled it dry. She did not stir as I combed out the snarls and tangles, but I told myself that her heavy sleep was a natural enough consequence of the terrifying ordeal she had endured at the hands of the taint-sick Moss. Aside from being battered, she was very thin, and I reckoned the deranged man had not fed her for days on end. Unfortunately, there was no way to fatten her until she woke and could take food of her own free will. Until then, we had no choice but to coerce her to drink and eat, just as we had done when she had last fallen into a coma. Her mind would not let me in but fortunately it was possible to coerce her body without touching her mind.

“I have never seen hair that color,” Ahmedri said, coming to stand by me.

“The Red Queen,” I said.

“It is strange to think that my brother’s woman lies in an enforced sleep and now it is the same with this child. It is like a plague of sleep,” he murmured.

I looked at him. “Why do you never speak Miryum’s name?”

“She never gave me leave,” he said, and turned away.

I went to the fire and Swallow handed me a bowl of porridge dribbled with honey and studded with a few dried berries, saying that was my share and that Analivia had cleaned the pot before going to bathe. He rose then and said he was going to begin preparing the packs to be loaded on the horses, for everything would need rearranging because of the travois.

I promised to bring my own pack to him as soon as I had broken my fast. I barely tasted the porridge as I spooned it up, for I was thinking of my dream of Cassandra and wondering if it had been a past-dream or just a vivid but ordinary dream. As if aware that I was thinking of a kitten that bore a name like to his, Maruman came padding over to me and gave the bowl a pointed look. I set the remainder of the porridge down for him and went to roll up my blanket before I carried my pack to where Ahmedri and Swallow were loading up the horses.

“I could carry my funaga and another,” Faraf was beastspeaking Gahltha.

I was startled by her use of the possessive term when she spoke of Dameon.

“Faraf has taken on the desert tradition that a human and an equine can bond out of friendship and mutual regard,” Gahltha informed me, sensing my surprise. “She regards Dameon as her man in the way that Falada regards Ahmedri as hers. If I thought in that way, I would name you my Elspeth.” He gave a soft whicker of amusement.

For some reason, I found myself thinking of what the tribesman had said about a plague of sleep.

“Mornir will wake,” Gahltha assured me, suddenly serious.

“The last time she slept like this, it was for many long moons.”

“This is not such a sleep as that, ElspethInnle,” Maruman sent crossly, coming to sit on a stone.

I wanted to ask what sort of sleep it was, then, but I sensed he was in a cantankerous mood, so I held my tongue. I would ask Rasial about Dragon when she and the boy returned. Ahmedri helped me fasten my pack and the stone sword and the bow and arrows to the webbing on Gahltha’s back as he explained that the horses had decided that the gray’s gait was smoothest and so he would pull the travois.

“I am the strongest of the equines,” Gahltha added, “but strength is needed less than smoothness.”

Once the other horses were readied, Dragon’s travois was fastened to the webbing on Sendari’s back. While she helped with it, Analivia seemed very much her old self, but the moment it was done, she moved away from the rest of us and stood gazing to the north. I wondered if she thought of her brother or of the Blacklands that lay beyond the mountains.

“Time to go?” Swallow asked at last, laying a hand on my shoulder.

I nodded and went to mount up on Gahltha. Swallow gave Analivia a leg up behind Ahmedri on Falada and then he leaped up behind me. Dameon sat on Faraf, and to my surprise, when I called to Maruman to get up, he climbed into the travois and curled up alongside Dragon’s head, just as he had done when Dragon had lain in the Healing Hall at Obernewtyn locked in her coma dream.

Ahmedri took the lead on Falada, as he knew the way already, and Dameon followed on Faraf with Sendari behind. Swallow and I brought up the rear on Gahltha. I was thinking again of what the tribesman had said about a plague of sleep, for it had occurred to me that it was not just Miryum and Dragon who lay sleeping, waiting to be wakened. Somewhere in the world, Sentinel waited to be wakened, too. Yet it was not my task to wake the computermachine program but to ensure it never woke. If I failed, it was the Destroyer who would wake Sentinel, and then a plague of sleep would truly come, but it would be the longsleep, from which none would ever wake.
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BY MIDDAY, THE scent trail left by the wolves on the Beforetime road had brought us around to the east to a humped line of mountains that Darga pronounced tainted. The broken road curved back to the north, but the wolves’ spore went east, so we left the road to toil up and down the hills, winding back and forth around what must be virulent patches of tainted ground. It was only when the sun was setting behind us over the high, dark spine of peaks to the west that we had our first sight of the Blacklands between higher peaks rising to the north and south.

All that day, the others had spoken eagerly of getting to a place where we would finally be able to see our way clear of the mountains. I had said nothing to their comments and speculations, knowing what awaited them. But I had forgotten how dreadful that vast darkness spreading out beyond the High Mountains was, or maybe the impact on me was magnified by the knowledge that we had to cross it. When we reached the zenith of the long slope we had been climbing, we found ourselves with a clear, if narrow, view to the east. Hopeless dismay rose in my heart at the sight of the grim black plain that ran away from the mountains to the horizon.

It was night already where ink-black shadow stretched out from the foot of the mountains, but beyond it, where the ruddy light of dusk still fell, there was no feature visible between the mountains and the horizon, save the occasional dim glimmer of a pool of water.

I tried to tell myself that it looked darker and bleaker cast over with the red of the setting sun, but I knew it would look a good deal more terrible when it was dark enough for the worst tainted ground to give off its distinctive greenish glow. The thought of venturing into that black and deadly wasteland suddenly seemed the maddest and most pointless thing anyone could possibly contemplate. How had the Agyllians imagined I should take others with me? They would die and I would stagger on alone, my body slowly devouring itself trying to find the strength to heal me until I fell, too. But even if I could cross it and find Cassandra’s key, how was I then to make my way to the Red Land to deal with Sentinel?

For some reason, I found myself envisaging the words Cassy had carved, translated into Fian’s spidery script.

[That which] will [open/​access/​reach] the darkest door lies where the … [lies/sleeps]? Strange is the keeping place of this dreadful [sign/key] but there is no other, for all who knew it are dead save one who does not know what she knows. Seek her … past … Only through her may you go where you have never been and must someday go … danger. Beware … dragon.”

I felt as if someone had kicked me in the stomach, for I had always read the clue as pointing me to Dragon’s past, and hence to the Red Land where she had been born, and the futuretellers’ predictions about Dragon and me being there together had seemed to confirm that I was to travel to the Red Land. There had been other things, too, that had supported this belief—that Ariel had gone there and that Swallow had seen a vision of us together in the place where the ancient promises had been made. But what if the futuretellers and Swallow had misinterpreted their visions? What if Dragon had learned what I needed to know in the Red Land, and Sentinel was on the other side of this black waste, in the very city we were seeking?

In that case, it did not matter to my quest that my companions would all die. Indeed, had not Dell foreseen that I would leave all I loved behind me? Nor would it matter if I died, so long as I lived long enough to find Sentinel and do what must be done.

I tried to think clearly, to marshal all that I had learned from my dreams and from Cassandra, but my thoughts flew like leaves of reason in a storm of fear.

I forced myself to look at the others and to remember that they had even greater cause for fear than I, wondering if this was the moment they would balk. Truly I would not have blamed them.

Analivia had dismounted when I did and she was standing beside me. Her yellow hair had a strange greenish tinge from the fading sunset behind her, but her face was shadowed so that it was hard to see her expression. Ahmedri stood on the other side of her, turned sideways so that the bronze light of the fading dusk showed his grim expression, and that of Swallow’s beyond him.

“It must be very bad,” Dameon said softly, and I turned the other way to see he was swaying beside me, his face gray. With a cry of remorse, I took his arm and made him sit down on the ground. This broke the stunned and dreadful silence of the others.

“He feels what we feel—all of us,” I reminded them, knowing that none of them had the ability to shield their feelings to spare him. Even I had only a rough emotional shield that I had never properly mastered.

Dameon said shakily, “I ought to have shielded myself but I wasn’t expecting anything.”

“I fear none of us were expecting this,” Swallow said. He laid a hand on Dameon’s shoulder. “I am sorry, my friend.”

“Don’t be concerned for me,” Dameon said. “Tell me what you see, if you can bear it.”

It was Analivia who answered. She was again staring out to the east. “This is what I saw in my dream,” she said. “This dead, awful blackness, not just beyond the mountains as we see now, but forever and everywhere. This is what will happen to the Land and to Sador and all the other places if we don’t make sure Sentinel can never be used. The worst of it is that I have seen how the world is trying to recover from what was done to it. I always heard that these mountains were utterly barren and full of tainted ground, but we have found trees and grass and clean water. The mountains are trying hard to heal and maybe even down there on the plain there are places where the taint grows thin and life is struggling back. But what is the use of it if the Great White happens again?” she demanded, rounding on us fiercely. Her voice and face were determined, though tears were running down her cheeks.

“I am terrified to go down there and walk over that, and I fear what it will mean for all of us, even if the wolves can find a cleaner path some of the way,” she went on urgently. “But if that is what it takes to keep the world safe, I will do it.”

I stared at her, struck dumb by her courage.

“I do not see what you see, but I feel what you feel and I am ready to do what must be done,” Dameon said quietly.

“And I,” Swallow said, though he was staring at Analivia.

“My brother’s woman lies beyond that darkness, and I am honor-bound and sworn to find her,” Ahmedri said. He looked at me. “Yet your quest is greater than mine, and I will do all I can to help you.”

“My thanks,” I said softly. Then I looked around at the others. “My thanks to all of you, for your steadfastness, but there is much I have yet to tell you.”

“I think we will be glad of any tale you can tell us, crossing that,” Swallow said with bleak humor.

But I was looking at Gavyn, who had walked the whole way since he and Rasial had rejoined us an hour after we had set off from the hollow, and yet he showed no sign of tiring. Of course, we had not galloped or even cantered, but neither had we rested more than briefly once leaving the plateau. He was picking a burr from Rasial’s fur, his wheaten hair ruffling in a slight breeze that had blown up. He glanced at the Blacklands with utter indifference, then got on his knees to investigate a hole in the stone. Beside him, Rasial sat gazing east like the rest of us, the breeze stirring the thick ridge of fur along her back.

She turned to me and her silver eyes shone. “I am not afraid, ElspethInnle,” she sent.

“I smell clean earth and green and growing things,” Darga suddenly sent.

We decided to go on since according to Darga the wolf spore continued down toward the clean earth he had scented. The sun had set completely, the moon had risen, and though the sky was full of great hurrying clouds, there were enough gaps that we could simply stop when it was too dark to see and wait until the moon emerged. We were all weary but the thought of green and growing things and clean earth was enough to spur us on. Certainly none of us wanted to sleep on poisoned ground, however light the taint.

The first part of the descent was neither steep nor difficult, being no more than the matching second half of the slope we had climbed earlier, but at the bottom we had to negotiate fold after fold of stone, as if the high peaks on either side of us had rucked up a stone rug between them. It would have been tedious to negotiate them, especially since they were so narrow that the travois had to be untied from Sendari and laboriously and carefully carried by Swallow and Ahmedri, but each fold was filled with very sharp loose scree, which made it impossible to walk on. In the end it proved easier to travel along one fold, then turn and go back along the next.

When at last we reached a flat slope midway through the two mountains rising on either side of us, I was weary enough to have fallen down like a stone and slept, but Darga warned that the ground was still tainted and his reminder that there was clean ground and water ahead was enough to make us decide to go on.

As we passed through the gap between the mountains, the slope became a narrow passage that turned at the last into a deep, twisted runnel. This brought us to a wide, flat-bottomed canyon running east between two great long spurs jutting out from the base of the mountains like immense exposed stone roots. I had been unable to see what lay between them from above, but now we came upon a strange bush growing over a mound of enormous broken boulders. Its pallid fleshy leaves hung down like great long gray fingers, and Analivia, gesturing to them, asked if they were not proof that we had reached clean ground. When Darga insisted that the ground was still tainted, Analivia pointed out that the taint must be very slight if plants could grow. “We should at least stop here for an hour to light a fire to cook a meal,” she said. “I need to tend to the girl’s wounds.”

“Let us keep going until we get to clean water,” I said, and we plodded on.

In truth, I did not like the feel of the canyon where the strange bush grew. Its pendulous leaves reminded me unpleasantly of dead hands and made me think of Moss’s body being soundlessly carried away. Glancing up, I thought I saw tiny pale eyes high up the wall, but when I blinked they vanished. Another time, looking up, I thought I saw something enormous moving over the face of the mountain, but when the clouds parted a little later, there was nothing to be seen.

All at once, the wind began to blow strongly from the east, into the canyon. It seemed that I could smell the sea in it, though it was impossible that the scent of the distant sea could travel so far. Yet I found myself reminded of the morning I had woken washed up on the shore of the Westland bathed in sunlight and amazed to be alive. For some reason, the memory lifted my spirits.

“It feels warmer,” Ahmedri observed a little later, and then he stopped. “There is light ahead.”

He was right and both he and Swallow unsheathed their knives as we moved forward quietly, having left Dameon to wait with Gavyn and the beasts. The light was coming from a narrow cave in the southern wall of the canyon, half hidden by mist, which hung queerly before it.

“It must be badly tainted,” Analivia said.

“No,” I said. “The glow is too yellow and the mist is only steam flowing out that catches the light.”

“Then what is the light, if not tainted matter?” Swallow asked.

“A colony of taint-devouring creatures,” I said, certain of it. “The mountains are full of a strain of them that lives in hot water, unlike the ones in the Land, which prefer damp, cool walls.”

“Do you speak of the little glowing creatures that the teknoguilder Jak gifted to the Earthtemple?” Ahmedri asked.

“I have seen them, too, in drowned Newrome,” Analivia said.

I described the great colony of the creatures I had seen in the rift when I had first entered the High Mountains and in the glowing pool in the wolves’ valley. Finally I told them my theory of the creatures adapting to different conditions and spreading through the waterways that riddle the eastern side of the Blacklands Range to do their silent, humble work cleaning the water and land of taint.

“It is my belief that they originated here and that the ones in the Land came from them. I think they are the reason the mountains are less tainted than we were given to believe and why we have found so much water that is untainted.”

“Work you call it, as if these insects have the will to clean the world of taint, even as your Jak would have them do,” Ahmedri said thoughtfully.

I shrugged. “It almost seems that way to me, and yet it is surely only that the creatures live and by their living, serve the earth.”

“And the heat?” Swallow asked, gesturing at the steam.

“There are hot springs near Obernewtyn that rise from regions of great heat and movement deep inside the earth. The pool in the wolf valley must have arisen from that source and I think the spring inside this cave does the same.”

“But how did the taint-devouring creatures get into the springwater?” Analivia asked.

“Either they exist in deep caverns through which the water flows, or rain washed them down from the heights,” I said. “My feeling is the latter.”

“And that is the light,” Analivia said.

“Perhaps Jak is right and these creatures truly are the key to cleaning the world of taint,” I said.

“If only they were not so very small,” Analivia said. “As it is, it will take them eons.”

“If Elspeth is right, they have already been doing what they do for hundreds of years,” Swallow pointed out. “That is why we have been able to come this far without harm. It is our good fortune that the remnants of the Beforetimers’ roads cut through the same territory the insects inhabit.”

“Let’s see what is inside the cave,” I said.

Analivia, Swallow, Ahmedri, and I went in, after I had farsent Rasial to let the others know what we were doing. I knew that Faraf would explain to Dameon, who we had left sitting on the edge of Dragon’s travois, which now lay flat on the ground. It was immediately clear that the cave mouth was too narrow for the horses to pass through, but after a short distance it opened out into a whole series of linked caves, all of them lit by pool after pool of glimmering springwater, some tiny and bubbling furiously, some lukewarm and wide enough to swim across. The air itself was hot but unpleasantly damp, and as I had guessed, there were clusters of the shining creatures around the sides of all the pools. There were a good many more in the boiling pools than the tepid ones, judging by the brightness of the glow coming from them.

“It is beautiful,” Analivia said, gazing around with delight.

“The air is too wet,” Ahmedri complained. He glanced up at the cave roof with mistrust and unease.

“Everything is wet,” Swallow said, touching the wall. “We won’t be able to sleep in here.”

“Maybe there are drier caves deeper in,” I said. “They do seem to go on and on.”

“Which is a good reason not to go wandering without marking a trail,” Swallow warned. He went back out to check on Dameon and had not been gone long when Ahmedri called out to say that he had found a passage leading off one of the caves that might come out farther along the canyon, since he could feel air flowing along it. He wanted to find out if the way was wide enough to bring the horses in out of the canyon.

“Take care,” I called.

“This draught is strong enough to guide me,” he replied.

I wondered if his eagerness to bring the horses in arose from the fact that, like me, he had felt that we were being watched. Analivia asked whether it was safe to refill the water bottles, for hers was empty, and I went back with her to the largest cave, where there had been several warm pools.

“Darga said the water is clean, but I think it would be unwise to consume the taint-devouring insects,” I said. “Perhaps we can use a bit of muslin from your healing pack to strain the water.”

We were in the midst of trying this when Ahmedri returned, panting, to say that the passage led back to the canyon and that it was easily wide enough for the horses. Also, he had found a good dry cavern close to the end of it where we could make a fire and sleep until dusk, when presumably the wolves would come.

The cave was perfect, once a fire had been lit so that we could see it. It was large enough for all of us, with a high roof and a dry sandy floor. There was even a tiny rivulet of cold water running down the stone; the beasts were able to drink from this, but it was not enough to fill our water bottles. Swallow began to prepare a meal and I collected all of the empty gourd bottles to fill them. When I asked Dameon for the bottle he kept at his belt, he gave it to me, saying he thought we should carry Dragon into the hot spring pools and immerse her.

“Ana washed her yesterday and she is going to bathe her wounds as soon as I bring some water back,” I said.

He shook his head. “Remember when the healers and empaths were trying to help those poor dogs that Ariel had tormented to near madness?”

I nodded, puzzled. “It did not heal them.”

“No, but Roland used to say that it calmed and soothed them more than anything to be immersed in warm water. I was thinking that if Dragon is still in shock, as my empathy suggests, being immersed in warm water might help her.”

Analivia enthusiastically endorsed the suggestion, saying, “It is true that immersion in warm water can soothe a person in great distress. I have used it sometimes in midwifing, when a birthing is very long or difficult. And the water will completely cleanse her wounds and ease some of her aches and bruises besides.”

“But she once feared water,” I said.

“In which case immersing her may stimulate her memories enough to wake her!” Swallow interjected.

“The reason she feared water was because she either saw her mother drown or jumped from a ship after her mother had been killed before her eyes and almost drowned,” I said sharply. “I do not think that we want to stimulate such memories.”

Analivia’s eyes widened, as did Dameon’s, but the empath said calmly, “I will not allow it to be frightening or alarming. I will get into the water and hold her so that I can better empathize calmness and serenity to her.” He smiled ruefully. “I believe I could do with a bath anyway.”

I was genuinely startled by his words. I knew that empathy worked differently from other Talents, since the demon bands were no bar to it, but I had never heard it said that empaths could use their Talent in the water. In truth the only person I had ever known who could do so was Dragon’s mother, who had been able to communicate with sea creatures. But the others were already beginning to prepare to take Dragon back to the spring caves.

Ahmedri and Swallow lifted her up and bore her effortlessly to the spring Analivia had selected because it was both shallow and not too hot. They left then to prepare a meal and feed the horses, and Dameon stripped down to his smallclothes and climbed into the water. Analivia and I lifted Dragon between us into the water. It had been Analivia’s suggestion that we need not remove her clothes since they were little more than filthy tatters stuck to her wounds. We would be able to remove them less painfully in the water. In the end, I removed my trousers and shirt and climbed into the water to help Analivia bathe and undress her.

Dragon looked very small and battered cradled in Dameon’s muscular arms, and I was almost startled to see how much he had filled out in the last year. I had always seen him as being strong in Talent but as rather soft physically.

When he glanced at me curiously, I swiftly shielded my emotions and focused my attention on Dragon, embarrassed to think the empath might have felt me pondering his body.

Dragon had not made a murmur as we lowered her into the water, nor did she react in any way as we bathed her, though perhaps that was because Dameon had been emanating calmness so strongly that it near sent Analivia and me into a trance. It was only when I noticed blearily that Analivia’s eyelids were drooping that I realized what was happening.

“Dameon! If you keep that up, I am like to fall asleep and drown,” I chided him gently. He looked startled; then he glanced at me and at Analivia and flushed, looking sheepish.

“My apologies,” he said quietly. “I am not usually so careless. It is the water.”

I was about to ask what he meant when Dragon gave a murmur and stirred. We all froze, holding our breath, but she merely settled back to sleep. Yet it was the first time she had done anything but lie as if she were dead and my heart swelled with hope. Analivia began washing her hair again, this time with a gentle soap. As she rinsed it, she marveled aloud at the coppery sheen of the long skeins floating in the water. But then she touched a black and purple bruise on Dragon’s temple gently, and her expression darkened.

I wondered if she was thinking of the bruises and wounds she had endured at the hands of her brother.

At last I held Dragon while Dameon got out to dry and dress; then he held her while Analivia dried and dressed her in the fresh clothes we had gathered. This done, she began to comb the girl’s hair, humming softly to herself, while Dameon continued to empathize.

I sank back and turned to float on my back, enjoying the luxury of hot water. I tried to hold on to the calmness that Dameon had unwittingly empathized into me, but I was desperately afraid that, sooner or later, I would have to enter Dragon’s mind to bring her awake again. The last time I had tried it, I had become trapped, and if I had not been able to unlock the dream that held her captive, I would have had to destroy her mind to break free. And when she had woken, she had lost all memory of her time at Obernewtyn and of our friendship.

What would she lose this time if I were forced to take the same course?

Later, when we sat about the fire after eating, I asked Dameon what he had felt when he held Dragon close, for skin contact always increased the sensitivity of a Talent.

“I was mostly empathizing to her, and at first I could only feel her shock like a great wall of ice between us, but gradually it melted and then I felt fear and anger and more fear. I am afraid that she is reliving her journey with Moss.”

My heart sank, for it was the dream of her mother’s betrayal and murder, which had kept replaying over and over, that had trapped her in a coma the first time. What if the same thing happened again? Garth had told me once that the mind formed habits and patterns very quickly.

Dameon reached out unerringly to pat my hand. “Take heart, Elspeth. This sleep feels very different from when Dragon lay in a coma all those months.”

“I hope so,” I muttered, looking over to where Analivia now sat by the horses alongside Dragon’s travois. Darga was stretched out next to her leg, and I thought that, whether he knew it or not, the dog was becoming attached to her. I did not know whether to be glad for him or pity him, given what lay ahead of us.

“You spoke of Dragon’s past before,” Swallow said. “I know she is the daughter of the Red Queen and that she was washed ashore here after falling from a Gadfian slave ship, but I have not heard this tale of betrayal. Did she tell you of it?”

“Some of it. The rest I saw in her mind, when I went into her coma dream to try to find a way to bring her to wakefulness,” I said. I told them everything I knew, from the distorted dream-memories of her childhood in the Red Land to the fact that she was descended from the first Red Queen, who had been a close friend of the Beforetime woman Cassandra. I told them what I knew of the relationship between the first Red Queen and Cassandra, after she had led the Beforetime Misfits to the Red Land, including the fact that Cassandra had bonded with the queen’s brother and had later borne a son by him after traveling to the Land.

“Then Dragon has some connection to the D’rekta,” Swallow said when I stopped to drink some water. Before I could answer, he gave a choked exclamation, his eyes widening. “Ye gods, we are related by blood, for I am a direct descendant of the D’rekta who was Cassandra, and Dragon is descended from the Red Queen!”

“What is it?” Analivia asked, coming over to the fire to join us.

“Cassandra bonded with the Red Queen’s brother,” Swallow said. “But he died before she came to the Land carrying his son?”

I nodded in confirmation.

“Was the name of the queen’s brother Luthen?” I asked.

Swallow stared at me in amazement, and then he smiled. “The safe passage statue! You guessed it was Cassandra’s dead bondmate.”

I nodded. “He looked like the statue of Evander that I saw on Stonehill. It was your own sister’s memories that told me who he was. At first I thought the safe passage statue was he and that Cassandra must have futuretold his appearance, because of course she left the Land before he was grown to full manhood.”

The others were gaping at us both now, and I gave a soft laugh and bade Swallow tell them what he would of the D’rekta, for my throat was raw and I had to relieve myself. Setting Maruman down, I went outside into the canyon. The breeze was pleasantly cool on my hot face, but it was very dark. I looked up to see that clouds had completely closed in overhead and I could not even see where the moon was in the sky.

I wondered where the wolves were. That they had not come at dusk had surprised me, and it was so late now that I doubted they would come before the next dusk. I was weary enough from what had passed and uneasy enough about what lay ahead not to mind the thought of spending a whole day in the canyon, though I wished I might farseek Rheagor to find out what had happened. But even if I could have got past the tainted ground to locate him, his mind would have been closed to me.

“Marumanyelloweyes does not like it here,” Maruman beastspoke me.

I looked down at him. “I should have thought this moonless night would please you.”

“There is evil in the whiteface, ElspethInnle, but there are other evils, too, that fear the whiteface and hunt only when its face is covered.”

His words made my skin rise up into gooseflesh, and though I suspected he just wanted me back inside the cave so he could curl up on my lap to sleep, I followed him back along the passage.

“Swallow told us of the clues left by his people, but how did you find out about them?” Analivia asked the moment I sat down. “Was it the voice in a dream?”

Ahmedri handed me a mug of steaming liquid, saying drily that it would ease my throat. I accepted it gratefully and said, “I do not think the wolves will come tonight, and so perhaps this is a good time for storytelling—in particular, a tale that all of you may find hard to accept.

“I will begin it by telling you that the dream voice that summoned you and guided me was that of a futuretelling Agyllian bird named Atthis. She was the leader of her flock—the Elder—and her mind held the memories of all other Elders before her, right back to the Beforetime, when they were called flamebirds. Flamebirds were much smaller than the Agyllians are today, though they had the same distinctive plumage and some similar rare abilities. It was because of these that the Beforetimers caught them so that they could be tested and experimented upon to see if their abilities could be used as weapons. I do not know how the teknoguilders learned of them in the first place. I suspect that one of them made the mistake of farseeking or empathizing or beastspeaking to a human; then the Beforetime teknoguilders altered them to enhance their abilities. Whatever the teknoguilders did strengthened the birds’ Talents, but it also produced deadly illnesses and most of them died.”

“But not all?” Dameon murmured.

“All but three, and two were dying when the third beastspoke Cassandra, for she was living in the same place as the birds and some Misfits who were secretly being held captive.”

“You mean the Govamen place where they were working on Sentinel?” Analivia asked.

I nodded. “It was the last healthy bird that told Cassandra about the captive Misfits, and it was the bird that sent her in search of Hannah.”

“The bird sought to help them even though they were humans,” Dameon marveled. “What happened to it?”

“After the Great White, the bird escaped or was freed and joined wild flamebirds. From these birds came the Agyllians, who were bigger and grew bigger still, and some of them possessed the enhanced Talents of that first Agyllian. As an Elder, Atthis held in her mind all of the knowledge and wisdom of that first bird that beastspoke Cassandra, and of all the Elders since. She has been my guide since she saved my life, and before, though I did not know it.”

“She saved your life?” Dameon asked.

I told them of being near death after being caught in the firestorm that had razed the secret encampment of the renegade Herder Henry Druid and how the Agyllian fliers had come to carry me up to the ken, where they had healed me and told me what I was and what I was to do. “I understood from her that after I had all the things I needed for my quest that could be got in the Land, I should come to the mountains and she would summon help for me.”

“Us,” Analivia breathed. “That means she must have futuretold us going with you.”

I hesitated, thinking this was the moment to reveal that Atthis was dead, but Dameon asked, “Was it she who bade you keep your quest secret from us, from Rushton?”

“Yes,” I said.

“But why? We might have helped you find the things Cassandra left.”

“Atthis knew that there are humans who want power at any cost,” I said slowly. “That is as true now as it was in the Beforetime, sadly. People seem unable to understand that you cannot keep power or peace with weapons or that any weapon they have might be turned on them, and if used, might destroy them, as well as their enemies. What is Sentinel, after all, but a weapon, no matter what it was created for?”

“You mean she feared that someone else would learn of its existence and begin searching for it?” Analivia asked.

“Not just someone,” I said, “one specific person. Atthis had foreseen that there would be another born with the potential to wake Sentinel and this person could unleash its full and dreadful potential for destruction. That one, the Agyllians named Destroyer, even as they named me Seeker.”

I told them all I knew of the Destroyer.

“Ariel,” Dameon said bleakly.

“It makes no sense,” Swallow protested. “How could your failure be connected to Ariel’s success? Surely his goal should have been to find and take control of Sentinel before you.”

“Or to find you and kill you so that you could not get in his way,” Analivia said, and for a moment, disconcertingly, I saw a flash of her father’s ferocity.

“Did he know about you?” Ahmedri asked, surprising me, because he seldom spoke when we discussed my quest. But he had more than earned his place in our conversation.

“I don’t know how or how much he knows,” I said. “Back when we were at Obernewtyn together, I think he knew as little as I did. But he learned about Sentinel and the Balance of Terror arsenal and he began to want them. He probably thought, as I did, that they were the same thing or that they were in the same place and he believed that I would be able to locate it. Later, he learned that knowing where Sentinel was meant nothing if he did not know how to get to it and make it work. Somehow, he discovered that I and I alone had the potential to gather what would be needed. I think it enraged him, for although he had powerful allies, he had no choice but to sit back and wait until I learned the things I needed to know. It has made him hate me and those about me, and since he cannot afford to hurt me, he has struck out more than once over the years at my friends and those I love, to make me suffer.”

“Rushton …,” Dameon murmured.

I went on swiftly, not wanting to speak of what Ariel had done to Rushton. “More than once he came to my dreams to tell me that, much as he desired it, he could not kill me because he needed me. I think he spirit-traveled unconsciously in those days, moved by rage and impotence. He was not truly aware of dreamtraveling or of communicating with me. That came later.”

“And what do you have that he needs?” Dameon asked softly.

“Swallow told you of the messages Cassandra left for me?” I asked, and they nodded. “All of those concern phrases or things that I will need to get to Sentinel. But Ariel did not have a Cassandra to help him, so he needs me—or more correctly, he needs the knowledge that I will have. I think Ariel is the main reason Atthis made me keep my quest secret, to ensure that he never learned about her or Cassandra and to make it impossible for him to find out what they had left for me. I think she only told all of you about me because the time for secrecy is over. The next time I see Ariel, if ever I do again, it will be when I come to face Sentinel.”

“Still, why not make getting his hands on you his primary purpose?” Swallow asked. “Why go to the Red Land, which may not even be where Sentinel is?”

“The fact that he has gone there is the one thing that makes me cling to the idea that it is there,” I said. “For why would Ariel go there unless he is very sure that Sentinel is there or in some other land beyond the Red Land?”

“Why?” Analivia asked suddenly. “Why on earth would he want to use Sentinel and turn the world into a wasteland such as I saw in my nightmare? He must truly be mad.”

“He is mad, and he has a defective hunger for causing pain, but no doubt he imagines, even as the Beforetimers who created Sentinel did, that he can control it, or even that he need only ever threaten to use it to gain power.”

“Truly he deserves the name of Destroyer,” Swallow said grimly.

I nodded. “When I spoke of meeting Straaka in the realm above the spirit trails, I did not tell you that Ariel found me and attacked me there in spirit-form. I have told you that injuries taken on the dreamtrails can cause injury to waking flesh. They can also kill. If Straaka had not acted quickly, Ariel would have killed me.” Again I balked at speaking of the part that the merged spirit-form of Rasial and Gavyn had played, because I did not know if the dog wished the nature of his relationship with the boy to be known.

“You said before that he knew he could not kill you because he needs you,” Analivia objected.

“He knows it with his conscious waking mind, but I do not think the spirit-form that attacked me was capable of rational thought, nor any thought at all,” I said. “When Ariel was in the Land, he came to my dreams as the beautiful, cruel boy he was when first we met at Obernewtyn. That was because he was entering my dream unconsciously and he took the form that I remembered. No consciously created spirit-form exactly resembles its fleshly form unless the spirit is severed from that flesh, as with Straaka. But an unconsciously created spirit-form is most often vague and indistinct in shape. These days when Ariel comes to me, it is as a cloud of devouring darkness. I cannot feel his mind or purposes at all, nor does he speak. I only feel a killing rage that is utterly centered on me.”

Analivia said, “Mayhap he cannot control his rage in spirit-form as easily as in flesh.”

“That is what I feel,” I told her. “The irony is that he likely has no idea he can reach me or attack me. If he remembers anything when he wakes, it will seem to him a dream.”

“But how can a spirit-form travel so far?” Swallow asked.

“The movements of a spirit-form are not those of flesh,” I said. “Distance is no barrier to a spirit, nor is the great sea, though those things affect Talents. Not so spirit-forms, but it is almost impossible for a spirit-form to go where it has not ever been, unless there is another spirit to whom it is linked.”

“Are you saying you are linked to Ariel?” Dameon asked, sounding appalled.

“It seems so, for Maryon told me that one spirit can be as strongly linked to another by hatred as by love or friendship,” I said somewhat bleakly.

“You did not answer the question Analivia asked before about how you came to learn of the clues left for you by the woman Cassandra,” Ahmedri asked curiously, using a stick to prod the fire to life. “Was it the bird Atthis who told you of them?”

I drank another mug of water, glad that the tribesman had changed the subject; then I told them about the doors to Obernewtyn and how I had been tortured by Alexi, Madam Vega, and Ariel until I had experienced a past-dream that had shown me not only that directions to Sentinel were hidden in the doors, but also the very chasm where Sentinel stood. The others gawked at that but I went on quickly, leaving them no time to interrupt with questions. “The doors also contained a list of clues that would lead me to the things Cassy had left for me.”

On impulse, I bade Swallow bring my pack and dug out the crumpled parchment on which Fian had scribed his translation of the Gadfian words from the doors. They pored over it and asked questions until they knew all that I knew of the clues. Only, I did not speak of what I had seen and learned in the Earthtemple, for that would require another long tale, and it would mean telling them what I knew of Cassandra’s life after she had been taken by slavers from the Land and about the stone sword. That could wait for another campfire, for even with Ahmedri’s tisane, my throat was sore again.

They were still discussing the clues when Rasial rose and came to me, Gavyn trailing after her, yawning widely. “The wolves are come, ElspethInnle. They await you/us outside.”

That startled me, but I began to pull on my boots.

“They have come too late,” Swallow protested. “It will be sunrise ere we have gone very far at all. Surely it would be better for them to sleep the day here where they can take shelter from the sunlight and where the ground and the water are clean.”

“The pack leader says the sun will not rise this day,” Rasial said. “He said you must hurry.”

In a short while, we had the horses packed up and Dragon’s travois fastened in place. Outside, the moon had slipped its veil enough that the wolves cast moon shadows, but when I looked to the east, where the sky ought to have been growing lighter beyond the mouth of the canyon, I saw a great tide of black thunderclouds rising like a wall across the horizon, and the breeze of the early hours had become something more forceful.

“A storm,” Swallow said flatly. “Surely the wolves do not want to set off in this?”

“I will talk to the pack leader,” I said. I went to Rheagor, who offered me a cool greeting, so I took advantage of the contact he had established to say, “We expected you at dusk yesterday.”

“This one/this pack did come twice to tha and still tha was not ready,” the wolf countered frostily. But then he seemed to reconsider and said, “The rhenlings did attack the Brildane thisnight. Two of the pack did die.”

I stared at him in dismay. “I am sorry for the deaths, pack leader, but what is a rhenling?”

“They do be small vicious beasts with sharp teeth and long claws. They do fly and eat meat, and they do hunt at night but only in deepest darkness.”

A coughing bark made the pack leader look around and I saw that it was Descantra. She was alongside Sendari, sniffing at Dragon, who was lightly bound to the travois. “That one does have a new companion,” I heard her say, because of my link to Rheagor.

“She travels with us now,” I told him.

The pack leader padded over to sniff at Dragon’s supine body, and then he sent, “That one do be injured. Better tha snap her neck, lest she do slow us in the graag.”

Chilled by his ruthless pragmatism, I said firmly, “I need her for my quest even as I need the Brildane.”

“Come tha, then,” he said gruffly.

“There is fresh water and clean ground here,” I said. “Maybe your pack would like to drink and rest before we travel into the Blacklands.”

“They did drink already and this do be no time for resting,” he sent shortly. “It do be time for running, for we must reach the graag ere the sun does rise on the morrow. The Brildane will lead tha where the ground poisons do be weak.”

He broke contact and turned to pad away down the canyon, and I watched with a muttered curse as the other wolves flowed after him. I wondered why my wits deserted me every time I had the chance to speak to Rheagor. Why hadn’t I asked about water, and why had we to reach the graag by sunrise? Was it because the wolves needed to be out of the sun or some other reason, and where would they take shelter on an open plain, anyway? And how could Rheagor be so certain the day would be cast over?

I sighed.

“What did he tell you?” Swallow asked.

“Very little save that the wolves are late because they were attacked by some winged creature called a rhenling that travels and hunts at night and eats flesh. It must have been very quick and ferocious, for two of the pack died.” A chill shivered through me at the realization that there might be more of the creatures lurking about, but surely the wolf would not lead us onto the plain if that were a possibility. Especially when it was so dark a day. No doubt the rhenlings laired in the mountains and would not venture onto the poisoned plain beyond.

“Maybe it was one of these rhenlings that took Moss’s body,” Swallow said, lowering his voice and glancing around to make sure Analivia was not near. “More than one, if they travel in pairs or family groups. If they flew off with him, it would explain the lack of tracks. Did he say anything of the journey ahead?”

“He said that we have to reach the worst tainted ground before sunrise tomorrow,” I said, turning to mount Gahltha.

“Why sunrise? Is it because the wolves shun the day and need time to find shelter?”

“I would reckon so but Rheagor didn’t say. What he did say is that we must make haste,” I said, reaching down to haul Analivia up behind me.
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THUS BEGAN OUR ride across Blacklands that stretched bleakly, starkly east and north as far as my eye could see. The sky seemed to sag under the weight of heavy yellow-tinged clouds that roiled constantly without giving way to even a beam of sunlight. There was not a tree or plant or blade of grass growing anywhere, and barely a hill or hollow to break the endless scouring wind. All was gray and black under a dark sky reflected in water lying here and there, more like to puddles than pools.

Behind us, growing ever smaller, were the mountains, running north out of sight, as black and jagged as rotten teeth. The wolf pack stretched out across the darkness like a long white and gray trail of smoke, and I followed behind on Gahltha with Analivia behind me, Darga loping at our heels. Sendari came behind the dog with Dragon on her now battered travois, as still and lifeless as a wax doll. Maruman had chosen to ride with her again, and he was curled up alongside her head in a bright nest of hair. Dameon rode behind them on Faraf, and Rasial and Gavyn came behind them, afoot, for the boy had refused to mount any of the horses. Swallow brought up the rear with Ahmedri on Falada. It was the tribesman who had suggested allowing the boy to run as he wanted, saying that when he was weary, he would soon enough change his mind about riding.

I was less certain of it, for it seemed it was not willfulness or stubbornness that made Gavyn refuse to ride but a desire to run on his own feet. Certainly he seemed as tireless as Rasial. Not that the wolves were setting a fast pace. Rheagor had led us in a serpentine route across the dreadful dark monotony of the terrain.

Analivia said nothing, and I reflected on the changes wrought in her by the death of her brother. She was not withdrawn and shattered as she had been before she made her fierce, brave speech when we first looked down on the Blacklands, but she was less inclined to offer her bright speculations and I had not seen her smile once since she had set eyes on Moss.

Sometimes the wolves traveled so straight and swiftly that Gahltha was able to trot, but more often we walked, and once we even turned back for a time. I had begun the ride with apprehension edging on fear, but as the hours passed, the sheer monotony of the dire terrain dulled my fear and I realized incredulously at one point that I was in danger of falling asleep. It seemed an obscenity to be crossing this savaged land while struggling to stay awake. Nor was I alone, for after a time, Analivia slumped against me and nodded off.

Rather than shaking her awake, I steadied her and let her sleep, stifling yawns and pinching myself occasionally. Half stupefied by the endless gritty wind blowing into my face, it took me a moment to notice that Rheagor was calling a halt. I told the others that we were to stop for a half hour even as the wolves wheeled and coiled together.

It was impossible to say what hour it was with the sun hidden behind a barrier of dark clouds, but I reckoned it to be just past midday and wondered what sort of rest we could have on tainted ground. Yet Darga beastspoke me to say that we were on a patch of clean ground. I conveyed this to the others but was not surprised that, in spite of this, no one wanted to eat in the midst of the windswept wasteland under the lowering sky. Aside from all else, the grains of sand and the dust were doubtless tainted, and were we to eat, we would sup on that with every mouthful.

Instead we dismounted and stretched our legs and backs, then adjusted the packs for the horses, salving and padding any rubbed places and bemoaning the fact that we had not slept while we had the chance the night before. It was a reminder of the expedition rule: to drink and eat and sleep while you could. We watered the horses, the dogs, and Gavyn sparingly, using a waxed canvas pocket, and the rest of us took a sip of water before stoppering the water bottles, for we had no idea when we would be able to refill them. In truth, I was worried about the horses, for we had not water enough beyond a day, and they would need a good deal more than we had.

I told myself that Rheagor and the wolves needed water, too, so he must know where there were soaks and springs. But I longed to ask him outright. I also wanted to ask him about the journey his ancestor had made and what he had seen of the city while he was the captive of the efari. I glanced over at the wolves and realized with surprise that I was beginning to resent the way Rheagor kept himself and his pack so fiercely separate from us.

Turning my attention back to the horses, I noticed that they had moved into a group and now stood together, rumps to the wind, nuzzling and nibbling at one another. Seeing this, it struck me yet again how superior beasts were to humans in how they dealt with adversity. In the midst of this destroyed land, they stood close and took what comfort they could from one another, rather than agonizing in isolation about what would happen next, as I was doing and, as it seemed from the expressions on their faces, what the other humans in our party were doing. Aside from Dragon, who slept, oblivious of the tainted land and lowering sky, Gavyn was the only anomaly, being human and yet seemingly capable of the same serenity as beasts. He had sat down as soon as the column of wolves broke up, and now he was leaning contentedly against Rasial, who had stretched out with him, gazing up at the dark clouds in evident fascination.

I wondered what he saw with his spirit-eyes, and then I wondered about Fey, who had vanished at some point during our journey from the hollow where she had attacked Moss. Was the owl’s attachment to the enthraller so potent that she would try to fly across the Blacklands to rejoin us later, and if so, how would she manage to locate Gavyn? She was not a dog to sniff a trail, even if that had been possible on tainted ground, yet birds had eyes that could see very far and they flew in patterns and returned season after season to the same nesting place at the same time of year, so perhaps, just as the wolves saw clean earth amid tainted land, birds could see trails in the air that humans and other beasts did not.

I noticed that Dameon was standing close to Rasial and Gavyn, and it struck me that the boy was probably the most peaceful company the empath could have, since he appeared not to experience emotions as other people did. I understood now the reason for Gavyn’s inability to relate to other people, yet the knowledge had roused a whole new thorny crop of questions. Perhaps it was always so with true knowledge.

“This is a queer sort of storm,” Swallow muttered, and I turned to see him gazing up at the low ceiling of black clouds, arms folded across his chest. Lightning had begun to play and shimmer over the underside of the clouds and I heard a low muffled rumble of thunder. The gypsy looked at me. “It looms and mutters but does not break.”

“It seems the weather is always strange where the earth has been tainted,” I said, shrugging. “Look at the pass up to the valley where Obernewtyn stands, how it often rains there when it rains nowhere else.”

“It was worse when I came to Obernewtyn,” Dameon said. “There were constant storms in the pass, and yet travel a little way either side of it and the sun was shining.”

“I remember there was a storm the night I arrived at Obernewtyn,” I murmured. “I was so afraid, and yet I did not know that I was going to a place where I would eventually find everything I ever wanted in life.” Until I had to leave it, I thought. But the ache that usually accompanied thoughts of Obernewtyn was tempered by the knowledge that I had left to ensure that it and all of the other green, sweet places left in the battered world would not be reduced to this bleak deadness.

“The ground is very wet over here,” Ahmedri observed. The tribesman was now standing in a dip in the ground where the wolves had initially clustered.

“Groundwater,” Swallow said triumphantly after stamping his foot. “See how it wells up in the print? The wolves were drinking from it, I warrant, so it must be clean.” Without further ado, he knelt and dug a hole, then summoned the horses to drink.

“Well, we can suppose that if there is one seep of clean water, there is like to be another,” Dameon said cheerfully.

“It will have to be somewhat more than a muddy puddle before I stoop to drink from it,” Swallow said with distaste. He looked at me. “I noticed a good bit of water lying on the ground as we rode. Somehow I never imagined Blacklands being so wet. The tainted terrain about the Land is dry and dusty as bone.”

“In Sador, too,” Ahmedri said, before going on to suggest that as far as water went, we should all refill the bottles on our belts from those in our packs before remounting.

“I feel sick,” Analivia said suddenly, fearfully, as she stoppered her bottle after having helped me to force some water into Dragon.

“It is too soon for us to be reacting physically to the taint if the terrain is only mildly poisonous,” Swallow told her gently. Then he sighed and glanced to the east. “I daresay we will all suffer bellyaches and headaches once we begin to approach the glowing Blacklands.”

“I think we are sickened by what we see, not from it,” I told Analivia, but I spoke absently, for Swallow’s words had made me uneasy. I had always assumed my healing abilities would protect me from dying of exposure to tainted ground, but the others had no such protection. I wished suddenly that I had already mentioned the healing ability Nerat had given my body, for it seemed a cheat that I was leading them to a place where they could die when I hadn’t bothered to tell them that I would likely survive.

Analivia went to the other side of the horses, mayhap to vomit. I kept my back to her, as the others had done when I had relieved myself, for there could be no true privacy on the open plain when we dared not venture away from our companions. Sometimes on expeditions it had been the same and there was no use in being foolishly coy.

“Prepare tha pack to go on,” Rheagor sent to me, and withdrew before I could even acknowledge his words.

Sighing, I bade the others mount up and climbed back onto Gahltha, wondering what it would take to crack the wolf’s icy reserve. If anything, he seemed more withdrawn than when he had first agreed to go with us, but perhaps that was because two of his pack had since died, and he had foreseen that more would do so before the journey was done.

And not only wolves, I reminded myself, reaching down to help Analivia up. But Swallow stopped me, suggesting that she ride with Ahmedri, for Falada’s sake, since he and the tribesman together weighed rather more than Analivia and I. After he helped her to mount up behind the tribesman, he vaulted up behind me and we set off again. Maruman still slept unmoving beside Dragon’s head, and I felt a touch of unease, wondering if he had once again entered the girl’s dreams. The next time we stopped, I would wake him regardless of how soundly he slept. That reminded me that I had not yet asked Rasial what she and Gavyn had been doing the night Moss died, when they had lain down to sleep on either side of Dragon.

Next time we stopped I would have an answer, I told myself.

“I see no difference between the places we walk and the places we avoid,” Swallow said. “Do you think the wolves see where the taint is thinnest, or scent it?”

“I would have said they use their noses, but their sensitivity to light makes me wonder,” I answered. “Think how badly tainted terrain glows in the dark. In fact, it glows all the time, but our eyes are incapable of seeing it when the sun shines. So might it not be that a lesser glow comes from less tainted ground, which we also cannot see? The wolves might have the ability to see that and to tell how potent the taint is by the color of the glow, or by its density.”

Two hours later, I was again yawning and pinching myself to stay awake. It was the endless dreary sameness of the terrain that was making me feel as if we were riding on the same spot for hour after hour. I wished that Swallow would talk, but we were all now wearing muffling kerchiefs over our faces, Sadorian desert style, to avoid inhaling tainted dust, for the wind had strengthened since our last stop, and it was hard to hear anything above its sullen whine. Overhead, lightning flickered and thunder rumbled, but the storm did not break.

Hour after hour we rode across the dead black plain, stopping once, twice, and thrice on inexplicably untainted patches of ground. The last was so small that the wolves were forced to remain close to us, and once again they lapped at a muddy slush of untainted water lying in a shallow dip in the ground. I noticed that the wolves stayed as far from Rasial as they could and that the cubs were kept separate from Gavyn, for he seemed as appealing to them as ever.

I woke Maruman, who seemed confused and disorientated rather than irritated, as I had anticipated. That troubled me, for such moods often presaged one of his withdrawals, but there was nothing to be done about it. I made him drink some water from my hand, for he refused to leave the travois, and immediately he settled back to sleep. When Rheagor beastspoke me to prepare my pack to depart, I tried to ask him some of the questions plaguing me, but infuriatingly, he merely reiterated his cold demand that we make haste in order to reach the graag before sunrise the following day.

We rode through the dark, wild day into a darker night, but although the sky was cast over, the moon was bright enough that its light penetrated. Yet still I could see that some of the puddles of water we rode by had a very faint greenish glow. That made me wonder how it was that some of the water we had seen on the plain was tainted while the seeps where we rested were not. If we had been in the mountains, I might have thought it was the doing of the taint-devouring insects, but there was no way they could have got so far out on the plain in the midst of tainted Blacklands.

The next time we stopped, there was again a seep of water, and when Darga pronounced it clean, I sent back that I only wished it was a proper pool, for although Ahmedri and Swallow had been meticulously digging a hole at every seep so that there would be water for the horses and dogs to drink, it was very muddy and the bottles of clear water we carried were almost empty.

“Maybe it is enough to be grateful for water that is clean and to hope the next seep is a little deeper,” Dameon said.

Ahmedri wanted to count the full bottles we had left and ration mouthfuls, but it would have meant unpacking everything to locate them all, so we merely resolved to be even more careful and sparing with the remaining water. At least the horses and dogs were drinking the ground water and we might be grateful enough to do the same ere the end.

We rode on and after a time the wind dropped, so that the night became very still and silent save for the soft thud of the horses’ hooves. I was able to remove the face cloth I had been wearing but the air had a dead, odd scent that I recognized was the odor I had taken for the smell of the sea. It was truly not much like the smell of the waves.

Once again I began to drift to sleep. I pinched myself and hummed softly and bit my lip, trying to stay awake. Then Gahltha was stopping. It was too soon to rest and Rheagor did not tell me we were to stop, but as I struggled to rouse my sluggish wits, I saw that the white wolf and several of the other frontrunners in the pack seemed to be in consultation.

“What does he say?” Swallow asked, yawning.

“Nothing that any human is privy to,” I said, and suddenly became aware that I could no longer hear thunder. But when I looked up, I could still see the flicker of lightning in the clouds, and still the moon had not shown its face, though as ever, some sort of gray light filtered through, else we would have been unable to see a thing. I turned to check on how the others were faring. Dameon looked exhausted, but Swallow seemed alert, as did Ahmedri. Analivia was pale but very calm and it occurred to me that Dameon had been empathizing her. But he could not empathize continuously for hours on end.

Rheagor set off again without offering any explanation for why we had stopped. I wondered if we were still heading east. It was impossible to tell without landmarks and it was too dark for me to make out the mountains we had left behind. But so far as we knew, Jacob’s city was northeast. At least, it was if he had been right and a city had grown where once there had been a settlement of some kind, called Pellmar Quadrants.

“Ye gods,” Swallow murmured soon after, shaking me and pointing ahead. “Look.”

I realized that I had been dozing, for I was slumped back against his chest and one of his arms was wrapped around my waist. I sat up, embarrassed, remembering the kiss he had once stolen, but then I saw what he was pointing to and my skin grew cold, for the ground ahead gave off a halo of the distinctive greenish yellow glow of badly tainted matter. Worst of all, we seemed to be making for a slight rise, beyond which the glow was brightest.

“Ask the wolf if we must go where the taint is the worst,” I sent to Darga.

“The graag do be ahead,” Rheagor beastspoke his answer directly, distantly.

“I can see that for myself,” I muttered, but the wolf had gone from my mind.

Within an hour the lead wolves had reached the bottom of the long slope that we had been moving toward and were flowing up it. It looked black to my eyes, with the glow of taint shining up behind it, and it was clear that we were making directly for the leading edge of the glowing terrain, for the ground on either side of the slope did not glow for a good way farther on. Why would we enter the nearest tainted ground? I knew well that any ground that glowed like this was virulently poisonous. So far as I could see, there were no darker places in the halo of light to suggest there were less tainted patches. Was it possible I had mistaken the wolves and Rheagor had meant only that he would lead us to the graag by the least tainted route they could find?

The wolves poured up the slope and vanished, but when Gahltha reached the top, I did not see them racing down the slope as I had anticipated. The hill was cut off by a blunt cliff that dropped away, as if someone had cut a wide slice from the center of the hill, leaving a gap where they had then dug a deep, wide hollow that had filled with water.

Only the Beforetimers could or would do such a queer and incomprehensible thing, I thought, and indeed twice in the mountains the broken roads had passed through smaller hills from which a similar cut had been taken to allow the road to lie flat, instead of simply going over it. I saw now that the brightness I had taken for the leading edge of the tainted ground ahead was actually coming from the water.

The wolves were streaming down the side of the hill and curving toward the pool. It was only as we followed that I noticed the end of an enormous Beforetime pipe protruding into the water from the flat face of the hill opposite. I thought at once of the huge pipe that had been crushed under a rock fall behind the observatory.

“I am guessing the wolves knew this was here?” Swallow murmured.

“I don’t know, but I mean to ask Rheagor,” I said determinedly, noticing that there were wisps of steam above the surface of the water, which the light had transformed into golden scarves. I was still mustering my arguments for Rheagor when we dismounted, but the pack leader was already padding toward me.

“This be the graag that I did see seliga and which this one’s ancestor—the first Brildane—spoke about,” the wolf announced. “The graag goes under the shining earth. There be no taint in it and no taint can pass through its walls.”

The graag was the pipe and we were to go through it, I thought, feeling almost light-headed with relief. I had thought the wolf had meant the glowing wastelands when he talked of the graag! The pipe was easily large enough to clear a horse without its rider, though it might be difficult to get the horses and wolves up into it, depending on the depth of the pool. It would take us days if we had to build some sort of ramp.

“Was the water hot when your ancestor came through the graag?” I asked.

“It did be hot but not scalding as the pool in the valley of the Brildane in the mountains,” Rheagor answered.

I went to the edge of the water and knelt, seeing without surprise that there were radiant clusters of Jak’s taint-devouring creatures around the edges of the pool. It looked deep, but it was not tainted. The green of the glowing earth in the distance had made the water in the cut look greenish. In truth the color it gave off was as fresh butter or new-minted gold coins.

I held my palm just above the surface of the pool and felt only a pleasant dampish heat. Even so, it was with some trepidation that I dipped a finger into it. As Rheagor had said, the water was not boiling. I turned to look at him and noticed that he had wept a dark half-moon of tears into the fur beneath each slitted eye. The brightness hurt his eyes. That was why the other wolves were standing back from the water.

“They do keep watch as well as shield their eyes,” Rheagor sent. I frowned and strengthened my mind shield, not liking the way he had plucked my speculation from my mind.

“Does the graag stay level in the ground?” I asked, thinking of the horses. I knew well how deeply the Beforetimers had penetrated the earth in their passion for building and burrowing and there was no question that the pipe was a Beforetime construction, though I could not imagine what its purpose had been.

“This one’s ancestor did tell that the graag did go shallow under the earth,” Rheagor said.

“How long is it?” I asked, thinking I might as well take advantage of his sudden willingness to answer questions.

“The journey do take two days and one night for stopping.”

“We won’t need to stop for a whole night,” I said, relieved that we were not to walk for a sevenday beneath the earth. I still had bad dreams sometimes about the endless dark tunnel I had walked along under the cloister in Saithwold. “We’re all weary but I would rather push on to the other end. A half hour of rest here and there will do us. I assume the graag ends beyond the glowing Blacklands?”

“Where the graag do end it be possible to see the white plain that do be untainted,” Rheagor said. “So did this one’s ancestor tell it.”

My heart leaped. This was far better than I had hoped. If Rheagor was correct, in three days, we could be on untainted ground! “Will we be able to see the city of the efari when we come out of the graag?”

“It do stand on that plain but tha cannot see it from the graag. Tha must follow the path of the stone trees many days to come to it.”

“Stone trees?” I asked. For some reason I thought of the stone sword, perhaps because a stone tree was no less useless than a stone sword. Unless the wolf meant a path bounded by sculptures of trees. I shrugged. “I will tell my pack what you have said, and then we will go.”

“Nah nah nah,” Rheagor said. “Tha must not enter the graag until the sun do be rising. Make fire,” he added, and then he withdrew from my mind and went back from the bright water to where his pack waited.

I quashed my frustration, telling myself that a few hours’ break before we started would not hurt. We were all weary after the long day and night, despite Gavyn being the only one who had run. Yet not even he looked as haggard as I felt. Obviously my body was still using up its energy to heal the effects of passing over tainted ground. It did not care that I needed my strength.

Returning to the others, I told them what the wolf had said.

“What are stone trees?” Swallow asked.

“I do not know, but Rheagor suggested we light a fire, and given that the wind has dropped and the ground is clean about the pool, a meal might be in order.” At least eating would give me some energy. None of us had eaten a bite the whole day.

But when the fire was made and Swallow began to cook a meal, Rheagor sprang from the darkness to snarl at the flames and ask if I was the fool or only some of my pack.

“You said to light a fire!” I protested.

“This one did say nothing of food. Its scent be a call to the creatures that do come to this place at sunrise to drink, and they will come more swiftly,” the wolf snarled.

“You said nothing of beasts,” I sent indignantly. “And why did you tell us to light a fire, then? It’s not as if we need it for warmth and we will have light enough in the pipe from the shining water.”

“The dryka that do light the water do not dwell in the whole of the graag. But the dark be not the thing to fear. It has not wings or teeth to rend or drool that do burn the flesh.”

“What are you saying?” I demanded, my heart beginning to pound.

“The same rhenlings that did attack the Brildane in the mountains do dwell in the dark places of the graag.”

My heart seemed to turn to ice in my chest. “There are rhenlings in the graag?” I asked incredulously. “Where you would have me and my companions go?”

“Where tha would go if tha would go farther, Innle, hast tha the courage for it,” Rheagor snapped.

I licked my lips, trying to think. “One of them killed two of your pack in the mountains when you were in the open where you could run or fight. How will we defend ourselves in there?”

“Listen tha,” Rheagor sent. “It did not be one rhenling but many that did attack the pack in the mountains, yet it did not be the full horde or we do all be dead. They did fly because the moon hid behind cloud. Rhenlings cannot bear the light of the sun and they do loathe the light of the moon and of flame. Their aversion do be so deep that they never fly save in those hours when the moon and sun do not ride in the sky. They hunt by scent and sound, not sight. No matter where they bide, their instincts do tell them when the sun and the moon do rise and they sink into a sleep so deep it do be kin to the longsleep.”

“That is why you would not let us go into the graag until the sun is rising,” I muttered. “But if what you say is true, the rhenlings will return before sunrise. Any minute, in fact, and we will be sitting here in the open!”

“The rhenlings will not return to the graag this way, for the dryka that do dwell in the pool do shine too bright,” Rheagor assured me.

“All right, so we are safe here for now, but you said it will take two days to get through the graag to the other end. What will happen to us in the hours when the sun and moon have set?”

“There be a bright place within the graag where the dryka dwell. This one’s ancestor did tell of it. The rhenlings go not there. Tha must reach it before the rhenlings fly.”

I considered for a moment, and then I asked, “So there are no rhenlings between this end of the pipe and this bright place; otherwise they would be trapped between the two bright places and they couldn’t get out to hunt?”

“Nah nah nah,” Rheagor growled impatiently. “I did tell tha there do be rhenlings roosting in all of the dark places in the graag, but most sleep where smaller graag do join to this one. And those smaller graag do join others that go to distant places where they do fly out. So for the rhenlings that sleep in the first part of the graag, use them when they do go to hunt.”

“So what you are saying is that we have to get to this bright place by dusk, stay there until moonrise, and then when the rhenlings go back to sleep, we go the rest of the way to the end of the graag?”

“Only when the sun do rise, should tha move. The rhenlings do loathe moonlight and the light of flame and dryka, but they can tolerate any lesser light than the sun, if they do be roused to swarm and feed.”

“So they will never rise while the sun is shining but they might rise if they were disturbed when the moon is out?”

“They will not wake while the sun shines unless tha touch one of them. Then will that rhenling wake and send out a call to rouse the rest to swarm. Then they will come after you and once the frenzy for blood is on them, they will endure brightwater or moonlight or firelight. Only if tha can reach sunlight will tha be saved.”

“I could try to beastspeak them,” I said.

“Tha mind touch would rouse them as if tha had blundered into them, and they could then track tha even days later,” he sent. “One of the she-wolves that did travel through the graag with this one’s ancestor did make that mistake. She tried to beastspeak one of the rhenlings. Its mind did cling to hers and the horde swarmed and did tear her to pieces.”

I stared at him, aghast. “I thought there was only one wolf that came through the graag,” I finally managed to send.

“Three she-wolves did go with the male that was this one’s ancestor, and all four were cubs. Two of the females did die on the journey to the mountains, and the third soon after they arrived. Only the male survived.”

I sensed him readying himself to withdraw from my mind and asked hastily, “Why did you tell me to light the fire if not to cook? Is it to light the way once we get beyond the shining water?”

“Tha flame do be to drive off those beasts that do come at dawn to drink, if they do follow tha into the graag. Only the largest and most savage will dare it and they will not come far, for all things do fear the rhenling horde. But they do fear the touch of fire, too.”

An hour later, as the first ray of the rising sun cut through the gloom like a knife, the wolves entered the pipe. There was no difficulty in any of the beasts getting up into it as I had feared, nor was there any need for the rest of us to get wet to our necks because rock and earth had been ramped up under and around the pipe, just below the water level. The horses followed the wolves and then Darga, Rasial, and Gavyn went in as Ahmedri lit and handed Analivia and me one of seven torches he had prepared. Then he and Swallow lifted Dragon onto their shoulders in a bier they had constructed from the travois, which had been partly dismantled and roped to Sendari’s back. We had talked of tying the bier to the horse’s back, but in the end it seemed safer to carry it, at least to begin with.

I had wakened an irritable Maruman and lifted him onto my shoulders, wondering if his sleepiness was also the result of his body repairing the harm done by the tainted ground we had crossed.

The pipe was not made from metal as I had first thought, but from some sort of thick silvery plast, so the horses’ hooves had not made the clattering racket I had expected. Nevertheless we made enough noise that I was glad sound would no more wake the rhenlings than firelight while they were in their deepest sleep.

There was a surprisingly thick crust of taint-devouring creatures on the wall of the pipe just below water level, though not, thankfully, on the floor of it.

After I told the others what Rheagor had said of the rhenlings, we worried about the possibility of our blundering into them in the dark places in the tunnel. Ahmedri had volunteered to make double-ended brands from his supplies to serve as weapons if any beasts came into the tunnel after us; they would burn for a good long while, but I had pointed out that eventually they would fail.

Ahmedri countered by asking what I proposed instead.

“The beasts can lead us,” Analivia said. “They see better than we do anyway.”

“It is true, but even they cannot see in total darkness,” I said. On the other hand, I had no better plan to offer. In the end I put the problem to Rheagor, who answered calmly that we would be able to smell the rhenlings long before we saw them and that we were unlikely to be in danger of stumbling over any since they habitually slept clinging to the walls and roof of any roost they inhabited. Besides which, most would be sleeping in the smaller pipes. He suggested that we save our torches once we got far enough into the graag to not worry about being followed by some other ravenous creature and to only light one when we were nearing the parts of the pipe where there were rhenlings.

I had passed this onto the others, and although they were not much more reassured than I at the thought of traveling blind even some of the time through a pipe full of sleeping monsters, we had agreed that we had no choice.

We had not seen a single beast as we waited around the fire for dawn, but we had heard a long gargling howl in the distance at one point. As we had entered the pipe, Swallow and Ahmedri carrying Dragon’s bier between them, we heard a deep thrumming growl that reminded Ahmedri of the call of a very large sandcat. This had put all of us on edge and we cast many glances behind us as we moved along the pipe.

After we had been wading through the water for a little, I noticed that Ahmedri now wore two identical short, curved swords that he must have carried concealed in his pack. I had shifted the knife the futuretellers had given me from its boot holster to my belt, but I could only pray the need to use it would not arise.

“I don’t think anything is following us,” Analivia said, her voice sounding loud in the enclosed space. She had been looking back constantly, lifting her torch high so as to stop it blinding her, but now she shrank at the sound of her words fraying into sibilant whispers. “Maybe whatever growled back there was too small or frightened to come into the pipe,” she went on in a whisper.

“Maybe,” I said.

“Did the wolf say how long it would be before we would be safe from pursuit?” Swallow asked softly.

“When the water ends,” I said.

“Then I think we are almost safe,” Analivia said, sounding anything but happy. “Look.”

Dameon and the horses and dogs had come to a halt ahead and they looked elongated and oddly shadowed in the pale golden light shining up around them. It was not until I was closer that I saw the pipe sloped up, creating a barrier to the bright water. Beyond the slope it ran straight for a short way, and then it sloped down again, but it went deeper down than before and was dry and dark.

“Let’s go,” I said in a resolute whisper.

I put out my torch but after a short muted debate we agreed to keep the one Analivia carried alight, at least until we became accustomed to the feel of the pipe and had a chance to see the rhenlings to get some idea of what we were dealing with.

We had been walking in silence for what seemed a very long time, eyes and ears and noses alert for any sign that we might be approaching the deadly rhenlings, when Analivia asked in a low voice, “How does the wolf know so much about what is inside this pipe if he and the others never came here?”

I was relieved to have a break in the stretched-out tension that had held us all in thrall since we had entered the pipe. I said softly, but in as calm a tone as I could, “He keeps talking about things recounted by his ancestor who came through the graag to the mountains. I suppose storytelling is the way the wolves remember things.”

“Even as the tribes do,” Ahmedri murmured. “To scribe of the past is to set it aside on dead parchment. To tell the past is to remember it and live it and to take part in passing it on and questioning it.”

“There is something ahead,” Dameon murmured, and we all stiffened and fell silent. The empath had been walking alongside me, his hand laid lightly on my shoulder. I listened and strained my eyes but I could neither smell nor see nor hear anything, nor could Darga or the horses, when I beastspoke them to ask. I was about to say as much when Analivia gave a soft cry.

“Look!” she whispered, pointing ahead at a circle of darkness in the side wall of the pipe just visible at the outer edge of the torchlight.

“It is one of the smaller pipes that joins this one,”

I murmured. “Rheagor said they lead to other pipes and eventually outside. I suppose his ancestor could smell that.” I wrinkled my nose as a thick, fusty reek assailed it. “How he could smell anything over that foul stench is beyond me, though.”

“It must be the rhenlings’ musk,” Ahmedri said very softly, which caused a cold shudder to run down my spine.

I shifted Dameon’s hand gently to Analivia’s shoulder, took the lit torch from her, and slipped past the two men and Dragon’s bier to look into the pipe, gesturing the others to stay back. The wolves had gone ahead out of sight but the horses were behind us, with Gavyn and Rasial, while Darga was alongside Analivia. As I approached the opening, my heart fluttered in my throat like a trapped bird. Now I could see that the smaller pipe that joined the one we were in had been wrenched sideways so that the seam had split open to reveal the hard, dark earth packed beyond it. I held the torch so that its light shone into the smaller pipe and saw dark misshapen forms clinging to the walls and roof. They looked to be the size of large cats, with coarse, mottled fur, and their collective musk was so sharp that it made my eyes water.

I gestured for the others to pass, watching to see if the rhenlings stirred, but they might have been stones. When I caught up to the others who waited for me well past the smaller pipe opening, I suggested we tie Dragon’s bier lengthwise to Sendari, extinguish the torch, and go on without the light, for it was now clear that we would be easily able to smell when we were coming close to any rhenlings, just as Rheagor had said. “Better to save the torches for when we need them.”

“I can light it again very quickly,” said Ahmedri after Dragon had been settled atop the big gray horse. I had gently lifted the sleeping Maruman from my shoulder to the bier, though I felt the same slight pang I always did, seeing those two I loved so deeply asleep.

“Wait a moment,” I said as Ahmedri took the light from Analivia and was about to extinguish it. I looked at Dameon, who felt my scrutiny and gave me a quizzical look. “Back there before any of us saw the join or smelled the rhenlings, you knew they were there. How?”

“I could feel their ferocity,” the empath said. “I think it would be a very bad thing to be nearby when these creatures wake, if they feel such rage in deepest sleep.”

“That is what I guessed,” I said triumphantly. I looked at the others. “Dameon will lead us. He is experienced at moving without being able to see. His hearing is very sharp and allows him a strong sense of what is about him and his empathy will warn him when we are coming close to the rhenlings, even before we can smell them. As soon as he senses rhenlings ahead, Ahmedri can relight the torch.”

Dameon gave a dry laugh and said with soft incredulity, “I will lead you.”

So as Ahmedri quenched the torch, we arranged ourselves in a line, hand to shoulder, and set off again, this time with Dameon in the lead and the horses behind us. Darga and Rasial were to flank Gavyn, who would not hold on to any of us, though so far he had shown no inclination to lag since we had entered the pipe.

“Let’s go,” I said.

To move through utter blackness was strange, and my extreme weariness made it feel as if I were walking in a dream. I kept my hand on Dameon’s shoulder, and it took me some time to realize that as well as leading us forward at a far better pace than I could have managed, Dameon was empathizing reassurance and calm to all of us. The fact that we were in physical contact with one another made it easier for him to empathize all of us than if we had been walking separately.

Then Dameon stopped, saying softly to me that he sensed rhenlings ahead. The torch was lit and we continued for some minutes before I smelled rhenling musk. Once we had passed the pipe, the others lavished praise on Dameon’s perception, but Swallow asked softly if I had noticed that the pipe we had just passed had been damaged in the same way as the first one. I said nothing, but when we reached a third pipe joint, I saw that it, too, had been wrenched to the side and had split open at the seam. But what showed through was not solid earth and stone as with the last two pipes, but a long rift going deep down into the earth.

I bade Ahmedri hold the torch closer and stifled a gasp as the light fell on hundreds and hundreds of rhenlings clustered on the roof and walls of the rift as well as in the pipe. No wonder the reek was so strong. Some of the creatures were close enough for me to see that their misshapen bodies were quite small but that they had very long, thick, oddly jointed legs, which they kept folded against them, small pointed heads with large tattered-looking ears and long slitted mouths that twisted into a snout. They looked like a grotesque merging of spider and rat.

Once we had got well past the pipe and the torch had again been extinguished, Dameon asked what they looked like. No doubt he had felt my fear and revulsion, but it was Analivia who described the rhenlings to him, displaying a facility with words that reminded me of the way Matthew had used to describe things to the empath. I lacked their skill of rendering what I saw into words.

“What do you suppose damaged all of the pipes?” Swallow asked me.

“Whatever foul weapon it was that turned this region into a black wasteland,” I said. “What else could it be? The thing I would like to know is the original purpose of these pipes.”

“I should like to know where they go,” Dameon said.

“Maybe the efari will tell us,” Analivia said. “But I have been thinking, couldn’t you just beastspeak the rhenlings if they try to attack us?”

“Rheagor said they would react to the touch of a mind as if it were the touch of a hand, and what is worse, they would be able to fix on my mind if I did, and find me even days later.”

“Well at least we know they are not roused by light or sound,” Swallow said.

“Not during the hours of day,” Ahmedri said. “But what happens when the sun sets? They do not fly by moonlight, but mayhap they sleep light enough to be disturbed by it.”

“I don’t believe the torchlight will trouble the rhenlings unless they actually open their eyes,” I said. “Rheagor told me they use a combination of hearing and sound to hunt prey, so it seems to me that their eyes are simply vulnerabilities.”

“Which means light could be a weapon against them,” Swallow said.

“Only sunlight, for apparently if they are roused to swarm and feed, they will endure all lesser lights and attack,” I said. “Indeed it seems those lesser lights might even infuriate them enough to make them attack whoever bears them. I hope we can simply slip through their territory like shadows, unseen and unnoticed.”

We walked a while in silence and then Analivia said, “Couldn’t we just lie down and be still if they flew? After all, if we had not touched them and showed no light and made no noise or movement, wouldn’t they just fly over us and not even notice we were there?”

“I will ask Rheagor,” I said, pleased to see Analivia beginning to rouse from her morose lethargy. I had already become accustomed to the way her quick, clever mind leaped in unexpected directions and although she had rallied from her initial shock after seeing the Blacklands for the first time and making her brave speech, she had continued to be withdrawn. Whether or not it was shame, as Dameon had suggested, or shock at killing her brother, she had cut herself off from the rest of us. Now, for the first time in days, she seemed as sharply inquisitive as before Moss had appeared.

We had passed two more pipes clogged with rhenlings when Dameon stopped abruptly, saying something was coming toward us. We stood frozen and speechless until Darga beastspoke me to say that it was only one of the wolves, come with a message from the pack leader. The bright place was not more than an hour ahead, if we wished to rest before going on.

“But it cannot be more than midafternoon,” I protested, wondering why Rheagor had not simply farsought me. Perhaps he feared to alert the rhenlings.

“I do not understand,” Darga sent. “Surely if it has taken such a short time to reach the bright place, we can get to the other end of the graag by dusk.” After a pause, Darga went on. “The wolf says the end of the graag is much farther past the safe place than the distance from the start of the graag to the bright place. He says that if we tried to go to the end now, the rhenlings would catch us in the graag.”

“What if we just lie down and wait till they have gone before continuing?” I asked.

Another silence, then Darga said, “The rhenlings use calls to see so their ears would tell them there was something in the graag. When they flew to investigate, they would hear your breathing and even the thump of your heart. Also they can smell you and would know you for meat.”

I shuddered and told him soberly to tell the wolf that we would rest a little and then continue on to the bright place, where we would spend the night as Rheagor bade us do. I told the others what he had said, adding, “We will have to move faster tomorrow. I wish we knew exactly how long the pipe was.”

“Since we do not,” Swallow said, hunkering down against the wall of the pipe, “I suggest we ride tomorrow, for if we get to the end of the pipe at sunset, by my reckoning the moon will not have risen. That means the rhenlings can come out after us. So we will need time to get well away unless there is another bright pool handily placed to repel them.”

“He is right,” Ahmedri said, sitting down and clamping his knees around the torch he had lit so that he could get out his water bottle. “At least we need to arrive early enough to find shelter.”

“A fire at the mouth of a cave would be best, for even if they would endure the light, the rhenlings will not want to be burned,” Analivia said, sitting down cross-legged. I lowered myself wearily to sit beside Dameon and Darga flopped down next to Analivia, who began to pet him absently.

“If we can find a cave,” Swallow said.

“If not, we must dig a trench and use the torches to defend ourselves,” Ahmedri declared.

“We could ride if we lay down over the horses’ necks,” Analivia suggested.

I was so tired, I wondered blearily if I would have the energy to get up again. I forced myself to say, “We cannot ride lying down for a whole day, and in any case, Gavyn will not ride. We will alternate running with walking, but the horses can go ahead with Dragon and Maruman and the wolves and get well clear of the end of the pipe.”

“Can you lead us at a run, Empath?” Ahmedri asked Dameon.

“No,” I said firmly. “Dameon will ride on Faraf. Being smaller, she can carry you so that you will just clear the top of the pipe. You can remain with us until we get close to the end, but if it is nearing sunset, you will ride on and we will light a torch and follow at a run. How many do we have left?”

“Three remain but I will mend some of those we burned today when we stop,” Ahmedri said. “The wood is hard and the wax and sap in the bandages I use burns at a low enough heat that the wood is barely singed.”

“Done, then,” I said. I noticed that Gavyn was staring as if mesmerized at the torch flame. I had been worried the boy would be curious about the rhenlings and would endanger himself and Rasial trying to investigate them, but Darga had sent to me that he had walked meekly between them and had not once appeared to think of stopping or wandering off. Hearing the exchange, Rasial assured me that she would not allow him to risk himself or us. I suppressed the impulse to ask how she planned to do that, for her manner had been less cold lately and the last thing I wanted was to push her back into her shell.

I noticed the white ridgeback watching me steadily, and I sent, “When you and the boy/cub slept alongside MornirDragon in the mountain cave, what did you/Gavyn see?” Despite my weariness, it was not difficult to beastspeak her when we were so close. It would have been easier still if I had touched the white dog, but I did not think she would welcome the intimacy.

“We/I flew with MornirDragon,” Rasial sent. “Now she does fly the dreamtrails with Maruman.”

The dreamtrails, I thought, wondering if I had made a mistake in putting the old cat back in the bier with Dragon. The others began getting up, groaning and sighing, as Gahltha sent that he and the other horses would go on ahead with the wolf. When Swallow offered his hand, I gave it to him wordlessly and let him heave me up. Ahmedri extinguished the torch after we had arranged ourselves behind Dameon and we walked on in watchful silence until we saw light ahead.


[image: ] 10 [image: ]

“ELSPETH, CAN WE light a fire and make a meal?” Analivia asked as Ahmedri and Swallow went to divest the horses of their burdens and give them some food.

“I don’t think a fire will be a problem since the water is giving off heat and light, but I am not sure about cooking, given that the creatures hunt by scent as well as hearing and are probably beginning to come out of their deepest sleep,” I said, stifling a yawn. “Let me go and ask the wolves if the smell of boiling vegetables or campbread will bring them down on us. Don’t light a fire until I come back. There is no point in wasting wood if we can’t cook.”

“Better take some food for the wolves,” Swallow advised. “They may hunt their food when we are outside, but there is nothing in here for them.” He threw me several packages of a hard biscuit Katlyn had produced when she had been trying her hand at developing travel food.

The wolves were just far enough along the next pipe to be outside the arc of brightest light, but there was still enough light to see Descantra, who lay nearest of all the pack to me. She bared her teeth as I set down the packets of biscuit, but when I straightened, Rheagor was coming toward me.

“Rest and sleep while tha has the chance, for tha must move more swiftly on the morrow,” the pack leader sent, sniffing at the packets. “This one will come for tha when the sun do be rising.”

I felt him beginning to withdraw and said quickly, “Can we cook food?”

Rheagor yawned, showing me his red throat, and then he told me that the only scent that would draw a rhenling toward the bright place and a fire when they woke was that of blood and to overcome their loathing of the light it would have to be a great deal of blood, and fresh. The wolf broke off to snap ferociously at one of the cubs that had come slinking closer to the food packets, and when it recoiled with a yelp, he fell to tearing one of the packets open, his mind now closed to me.

I made my way back to the others. Swallow was brushing the horses down and Ahmedri was mending the used torches while Dameon and Analivia were rummaging through the packs for food. They had mine open, too, and I ought to have felt indignant, but I was too tired. When I went to tell them they could cook, I noticed that Darga was sprawled by Analivia’s feet. Gavyn and Rasial were stretched out a little distance away beside Dragon’s bier, sound asleep. I went to look down at them, wondering if they were together on the dreamtrails and praying that they were safe.

“Can you help me feed her?” Analivia asked, coming to stand beside me with a bowl of gruel.

“That was quick,” I said, but when I glanced back to where the packs stood, Ahmedri was only just beginning to make a fire.

“I used some of the water from the pool,” Analivia said. “Darga said it was clean and I strained it.”

I knelt, took Dragon’s hand, and closed my eyes, finding my way into her muscles so that I could force her to open her mouth and to chew and swallow when Analivia spooned the gruel into her. It did not take long and when Analivia was finished, she rose and urged me to come and eat something myself, for I was white as parchment.

“I need sleep more than food,” I mumbled.

“It is probably the way the taint poisoning is afflicting you,” Analivia murmured sympathetically, pressing a hand to her stomach. “I feel it in my stomach. I suppose it is only to be expected that we would suffer some sickness from crossing tainted ground, but Ahmedri says we will take no permanent harm if the taint was truly slight.”

“I am just tired,” I said, and gritting my teeth, I went to get my blanket. Laying it out near the horses, I stretched out on it and slept.

Almost at once it seemed, someone was shaking me. I opened my eyes to find Analivia looking down at me in consternation. “You were dreaming,” she said gently. “You cried out.”

“I was dreaming that I was ill,” I said. “I don’t remember anything but feeling sick and feverish. My bones hurt and my head was aching.”

Analivia helped me to sit up and I realized that I felt better, aside from being dreadfully thirsty and hungry. Analivia, on the other hand, looked pale and gaunt and there were dark circles under her eyes.

“It has been a bad night for us all one way or another,” she said, laughing shakily. “You seem to have slept away the worst of it. The rest of us have been vomiting and shivering all night long. To think this is mild taint poisoning! I saw the teknoguilders like this sometimes but I did not imagine how horrible they must have felt. The horses are all right, though, and so are Maruman and Dragon, but the dogs have been ill.”

“The wolves?”

“I don’t know how they fare,” she said. “They came for a drink a few times, but you could see the light was hurting their eyes and they didn’t stay long. I would have offered to bathe their eyes with a soothing herb, but when I signaled to ask Darga to offer, the pack leader refused.”

“You have been standing watch?”

“Only for an hour,” she said wanly. “Swallow was up before me.”

“Well, I am monstrously hungry, so I will get up now and take the watch,” I said, and hustled her into my blanket. She thanked me, adding that she had left some food for me by the fire. It was not much, she said apologetically, but they had dug the food out of all the packs to inventory it and we had very little left. I thanked her and went to check on the horses. Gahltha was awake and confirmed that he and the equines had not been ill, but that both dogs and Gavyn had vomited. I went to look at Dragon. If she had been affected by taint poisoning, there was no sign of it. She lay asleep, looking exactly the same, though her clothes had been changed and Maruman was now lying by her side rather than beside her head. Had he moved or had someone moved him? I wondered. I was tempted to lift him into my arms, but if it woke him and they were dreamtraveling together, my touch might drag him back, leaving her stranded somewhere.

Reluctantly I left them and went to find the food Analivia had left out for me. It was no more than a few mouthfuls of stew and some nuts and my stomach was still growling when I finished it, but given our diminishing supplies, I drank water until my belly felt full and then walked around to check on the others.

Swallow and Ahmedri were sound asleep and looked relatively peaceful, as did Gavyn, sleeping alongside Rasial. Dameon was lying close to Dragon’s bier and I saw that Darga lay alongside the empath. Perhaps the worst of their reaction to the tainted ground had passed in the night, as it often had with teknoguilders who ventured over tainted ground. On the other hand, it might be wiser to spend another night here so that everyone could recover completely.

Yet I was beginning to long for fresh air and open skies, and even the bleak terrain we had crossed to reach the pipe in the first place began to seem desirable. It was hard to believe that we had been but a day and a night in the pipe. There was something about the still silence and the smooth sameness of the curved walls, not to mention the oppressive knowledge of the rhenlings, that made it feel as if we had been walking through it for days on end.

I changed my underclothes, washed a few clothes and laid them out to dry in the warmth by the pool, and then sat by the edge of it to bathe my face and feet and hands in water that was just short of being too hot. I had just dressed and laced up my boots when Rheagor beastspoke me to say that the sun was rising.

I wasted no time in waking Ahmedri and Dameon, reckoning they had slept longest; then I woke Swallow and last of all a bleary-eyed Analivia. In an amazingly short time we had the horses packed up and ready to go. Rasial had woken and roused Gavyn and while Dameon mounted up reluctantly on Faraf, I bade Gahltha lead the other horses out of the pipe. Most of the wolf pack would be ahead of them, having already set off, but Rheagor had told me that he and several of the stronger wolves would remain with us. Aware of Gahltha’s reluctance to leave me, I went to him and stroked his neck, bidding him obey me, for was I not ElspethInnle, whom he had sworn to serve? He sent that he had sworn to guard me, and what use was a guardian who left behind that which he was to guard?

“You cannot guard me against what is here,” I said gently. “Now go, and watch over Dragon and Maruman for me.”

He cantered away down the pipe that the wolves had slept in, followed by the other horses, Sendari bearing Dragon and Maruman on the bier. The rest of us followed at a slow jog, Faraf in the lead carrying Dameon. His head just cleared the top of the pipe, though he would have to get down whenever he came to places where he could smell rhenlings to avoid brushing against any that were clinging to the roof.

I ran beside Faraf to begin with, my hand on her neck, and the others ran behind me as on the day before, linked hand on shoulder to one another, save for Gavyn, who still refused to join us. But once again Darga and Rasial ran on either side of him, behind us, ensuring that he stayed in the center of the pipe. We had not lit any of the torches, for Ahmedri had managed to mend only one torch and the others we had used for firewood. We had too few torches left to waste on anything but the places where there were rhenlings. It was not hard, for the pace was not fast. In truth it was easy to run, unencumbered as we were, for Faraf carried the torches and the food we would eat that day, while the other horses carried everything else. All the rest of us carried were a knife and a bottle of water each.

As we had been preparing to leave, Analivia had told me they had reckoned we had supplies enough for three days’ travel beyond the end of the pipe, a week on starvation rations if the wolves could hunt and need not share our food. The horses only had fodder enough for a day but at least we had plenty of water to start with, for Analivia had filled the empty bottles with water taken from the pool in the junction chamber, strained through muslin and cooled, and there would surely be other sources of water to be found once we were out in the open. Even if it was many days’ travel to the city, we should be able to find food and water when we arrived, since the efari must eat and drink.

“I should have slept straightaway, too, instead of eating and talking for an hour,” said Swallow, who was running directly behind me. “You seem to have recovered a good deal faster than the rest of us, Elspeth.”

Feeling guilty because I had recovered and guilty that I had not told them how the Agyllians had taught my body to heal itself, I made no response. I will tell them, I thought, as soon as we are out of this accursed pipe.

We jogged and walked and then rested briefly before doing it again. Twice Dameon sensed rhenlings ahead and we stopped and lit one of the torches before continuing. Swallow said there was probably no need, but I could not bring myself to pass by without knowing we were not going to touch any of the creatures. Something about the thought of it horrified me in some visceral way. Yet we might have run by unseeing and unscathed, for both times the rhenlings had been sleeping well down in the smaller pipes. They looked so much as they had in the other pipes that I found it hard to imagine that between this day and the one past, the rhenlings had roused and flown and returned to roost without us knowing a thing about it.

We walked and then ran again. I had long since ceased to think anything meaningful or coherent for more than a few minutes at a time. Thoughts floated in and out of my mind without my even attempting to connect them. I either counted steps mindlessly or fell to humming the rhythms our feet made thudding on the pipe. I was no longer running alongside Faraf but behind her, and the others ran separately behind me, as surefooted as I was on a surface that did not change and where there were no obstacles. We had learned to pace ourselves so that we would not collide and to take our bearings from the soft, even thud of Faraf’s hooves. We had run on and off for hours, falling into a rhythm and pace that were easy to maintain.

Whenever Dameon called out that he could sense rhenlings, we slowed to a walk and Ahmedri lit the torch and took the lead. He was in the process of doing this for the fifth time when, without warning, the pipe suddenly began to jerk and shudder under my feet.

“What is it?” Analivia cried out, and then there was a great crack and the deep rumbling of earth and stone and another cracking sound, and then earth was falling on me. At the same time, it seemed to me the air was suddenly heavy with rhenling musk. I began to panic, imagining the hideous things waking and flying to sink their sharp teeth into me.

I stumbled back from the hail of earth and stone, throwing my hands over my head and calling out to Dameon. Tripping over fallen rubble, I fell flat on my back, the impact winding me. I struggled to turn onto my stomach and draw breath. Before I could do so, something heavy fell on my chest. I gave a cry of pain and instinctively rolled to my side to get rid of the weight. The movement hurt so badly that it made me feel faint. Unable to get up and terrified that I would pass out, I curled toward my legs, lifting my arm to protect my head and face. Earth and stones were still falling, and the air was full of choking dust. Muffled by the thunderous clamor was the agonized howl of a wolf; then something heavy crashed down onto my upraised arm and head. There was an excruciating burst of pain and I blacked out.

Sleep was a storm that pulled and pushed and rocked me wildly. I could smell the salt scent of the waves and hear the creak of straining wood and riggings, the keening of the wind. There was no light, so I struggled to my feet and wove across a floor that pitched under my feet, telling me, if I had not already guessed it, that I was at sea and there was a storm.

How can I be at sea? I thought.

I forced myself to the door, feeling dizzy and weak. I was fevered, too, but I pulled open the door. Rain hurled itself at me with painful force as the wind tore the door from my hand and threw it back against the outside of the cabin with a violence that cracked it from top to bottom. The sound was barely audible against the bellowing roar of the storm.

Beyond the side of the ship, black mountains of water heaved and smoked under sheets of rain blown sideways by the force of the wind.

“Rushton!” called a voice.

I turned to see Brydda coming toward me. The big rebel looked gaunt and wet as a drowned rat and he had tied a deck rope about his waist. “You should not be up, man. There is nothing you can do and it is not safe here. Go back to bed.”

“Lark said there was an island,” Rushton said. His voice was a thin rasp.

I am with him again, I realized. In him. Was this a dream or a memory I was sharing with him, or was it something that was happening now and I was seeing it through his eyes because of the link between our spirits?

“In seas like this, every man and woman’s hope looks like an island,” Brydda said.

“The lad has sharper eyes than most, and he is no liar,” Rushton croaked. He broke into a bout of jagged, racking coughs and I felt the thick rattle of phlegm in his chest.

“Aye, and though there is no island on the maps, we may have been blown outside their range. We will know soon enough. If the lad is right, we will put in there and wait out the storm.”

“It will not save us if there is no fresh water,” Rushton said. I felt the dryness of his throat as my own and the rain-slicked wood against his calloused hands. “The stupid waste of all this rainwater,” he added with a curse.

“Aye, we should have realized that the pipes needed to be made of something that would not crack so easily. But the Sadorian ships may still have water in their tanks if their pipes are made of some hardier stuff.”

“Not enough water for all of us to reach the Spit,” Rushton said. “We need an island with water.”

“An island without water would be better than no island,” bellowed Brydda above a crackle of lightning. “The Umborine looks sound enough, but the Voyager is sitting very low in the water and the Stormdancer is damaged in the hull and the water pipes are smashed. We have lost sight altogether of the Auroch. If we stop, there is a good chance that it might be blown in our direction if it is still afloat. And she might still have her pipes intact.”

“How do the others from Obernewtyn fare?”

Brydda gave a ghost of his robust grin. “None of them are ill but neither do many of them seem to have your tolerance for the sea. Most of them are puking their guts out below.” He sobered. “Now go back to bed, my friend. You look terrible and you have no safety rope on you.” He broke off to look past me, eyes bulging. Rushton turned to see what he was looking at and my mouth went dry at the sight of a great black wall of water twenty times higher than a normal wave looming over the ship.

Brydda reached out and threw his great arms around me as darkness flowed over the world.

“Rushton,” I croaked.

I woke.

I could neither move nor open my eyes. All about me was a heavy pressure and there was a terrible pain in my arm and chest. The air felt thick and wet and my mouth was full of a gritty gruel of blood and dirt, but I had not the strength to spit.

I am buried alive, I thought with a stab of terror.

I had to fight a moment of pure madness that made me want to struggle, knowing if I did, I would likely lose the precious pocket of air keeping me alive. I forced myself to form a probe to summon help, and then realized it would not pass through solid earth. I had a crazed urge to laugh because, despite all of my Talents and despite being the Seeker whose coming had been foreseen and planned, for whom people and beasts were willing to lay down their lives, nothing could help me now. Even my body, which could heal itself, would not save me. If I did not die of whatever injuries I had, I would die of hunger or thirst soon enough.

It was harder and harder to breathe, which told me the air trapped with me was near exhausted. My head ached and my arm hurt abominably. I remembered my dream vision of Rushton and the terrible wave looming over him, and a wild tangle of yearning and rage and sorrow roared through me at the thought that he might have drowned. I felt useless tears spill down my cheeks, washing the grit from my eyes.

I heard something.

I blinked and listened. I thought I could hear a muffled voice. Was Analivia trapped, too? Perhaps the whole pipe had collapsed. Then, to my incredulous relief, earth was being dug away from my shoulder and in a moment my face was clear. I opened my mouth and gasped in a breath of clean air, then tried to move my arm and near fainted at the pain. Broken, I thought, and groaned.

“She’s breathing,” Swallow said. “Help me.”

“Rhenling …,” I managed to croak, for suddenly the air was heavy with the musk of the creatures.

“She’s awake,” Analivia gasped. “Thank goodness!”

“It is all right,” Swallow said soothingly. “Wherever the rhenlings are, the tremor and the cave-in have not roused them.” I felt fingers moving delicately against my eyelids, clearing the earth away, but when I opened my eyes, it was as dark as if they were still closed. The torch Ahmedri had been about to light must have been lost when the pipe gave way. But surely there was another pair of them on Faraf’s back.

A sickening fear welled in me at the realization that she and Dameon had been ahead of the rest of us when the roof had fallen in.

Dameon.

“Dameon!” I cried, and then groaned again at the pain in my arm.

“He was far enough ahead of us that the cave-in might have fallen between us,” Swallow said quickly.

I was not comforted. For all we knew, the rest of the pipe could have been stoved in. But I prayed he was right. They had cleared enough earth away to haul me out, and as they moved me, I stifled a groan when a red knife of pain cut into me.

“I think … my arm is broken. Maybe a rib … too,” I grated through clenched teeth, wondering grimly if it would have been my skull if I had not thrown up an arm.

There was a cracking sound and the rattling grind of earth shifting and sliding and we all froze. I felt a rain of earth against one leg; then it stopped.

“Carefully,” Ahmedri said softly as they cleared the rest of the earth away. I felt hands lift me gently and set me down a few paces away on the floor of the pipe. The reek of rhenling was so strong it made my eyes water, and yet before the cave-in, I had smelled nothing.

“Is anyone else … hurt?” I asked.

“Rasial was knocked out, but she is not badly hurt. The boy is crooning over her now,” Ahmedri said. “Ana has a cut on her head but it is not too deep and the rest are mere scratches and bruises.”

He broke off as I began to cough again. The pain it caused made me see stars in the darkness.

“Water,” Analivia said. “Ahmedri, Swallow, do either of you have your water bottles? I have lost mine.”

“I have mine,” Swallow said. I heard the sound of steps approaching and then he drew in a breath of astonishment. “Ye gods, what is this?” A faint glow of yellow light illuminated Swallow’s startled black-streaked face, and beside him, dimly, I saw Analivia, her forehead and cheek glistening darkly on one side. The light was coming from the top of the water bottle Swallow was holding.

“Dryka,” I murmured. “That is what beasts call the taint-devouring insects. You must have caught some by accident when you filled the bottles.”

“Impossible! I strained the water,” Analivia said.

There was a soft scrabbling noise close by and the scent of rhenling seemed to grow more and more potent. The hair on my neck prickled. The others had frozen, too, but now, very slowly, Swallow raised the bottle.

Analivia stifled a cry of horror, for above us several long, wide cracks ran over our heads from one side of the pipe to the other, and rhenlings were crawling slowly through on long spidery legs. This must have been going on for some time, because the roof was covered in them and several were edging down the walls. One was so close to my head that I could see its body was not completely furred but dark and leathery in places. What I had taken for extra legs I now saw were furred wings folded against the creature’s back and there were tufts of longer wiry black fur on its legs growing out of some sort of warty growths at the joints that might have been a sickness or merely part of the way the creatures were made. But its eyes were closed to slits and when I looked up, I saw that those entering the pipe moved as slowly as bees confounded by a smudge pot.

“They are still asleep,” I whispered. There was a long silence in which no one breathed, but the rhenlings did not react to my voice.

“The sun has not set,” Ahmedri said very softly. “Obviously the cave-in disturbed them, but it hasn’t quite woken them.”

“Rheagor said only the touch of prey or the sound of an alarm cry would wake them when the sun was shining,” I said, my breath beginning to come more easily. For a second, fear had blotted out the pain in my chest, but now it redoubled.

“We must dig our way out through this before the sun sets,” Swallow said.

“We don’t know how much of the pipe caved in,” Analivia objected.

“There is no other way,” Ahmedri said soberly.

“We could not get back to the bright junction before the sun sets, even if Elspeth were not injured.”

I could not dig and so I lay there, watching the others scooping earth and rock away with their hands, breathing shallowly to lessen the pain in my chest.

My arm hurt only when I moved it, for Ahmedri had created a rough splint to support it. I looked from my digging companions to the rhenlings clustered on the roof of the pipe above us with revulsion. My eyes had adjusted enough to the dim light from the bottle that I was able to see more and more of the fell things squirming through the cracks from whatever rift they had been inhabiting.

I did not know how long I had been unconscious. Long enough, for though the rhenlings were not yet awake, it seemed they were not far from it. Even as I watched, the one closest to me hissed softly, and its thin black tongue slid over rows of yellowing needle-sharp teeth in its open maw.

I forced myself to turn my head and watch the others dig. Twice, there had been another shower of stones and earth, blocking the hole they had dug, and once there had been a cracking noise and I had gone dry-mouthed with horror at the thought of the pipe giving way and the rhenlings falling down onto me as I lay there helpless.

A hand touched my arm and I almost screamed, but it was Gavyn. They had laid me close to Rasial, and Gavyn had been stroking her filthy, bloodstained fur tenderly over and over. Now the boy gave me his loose, sweet smile, and if it had been anyone other than him, I would have thought he was comforting me. Then I noticed that the dog was stirring.

“Rasial?” I beastspoke her.

Her eyes opened and narrowed and she growled softly at the rhenling stirring not a hand span from our heads.

“They are not awake,” I sent quickly. “They will only wake if we touch them, at least until the sun sets. The others are trying to dig through the earth and stone that is blocking our way so we can get out.”

“I can feel air moving!” Swallow hissed, his voice fierce with relief. “We are through!”

“Elspeth?” It was Dameon’s voice.

A rush of relief flowed through me. “I am here!” I farsent to him, because it was too painful to draw the breath I would need to call out. “I am so glad you are not hurt! What of Faraf?”

“She is fine but two of the wolves were hurt, one badly,” Dameon said aloud. “The pack leader killed him.”

“Are you all right?” Analivia said.

“I am fine. It was the rest of you I feared for. I thought all of you dead but Rheagor insisted to Faraf that you were alive, Elspeth.”

“She is hurt,” Swallow said, keeping his voice low. “A broken arm and rib. Rasial was knocked unconscious, but the rest of us have no worse than a few gashes and bruises between us. But we need to get out of here. It must be very close to sunset.”

“Another hour according to Rheagor,” Dameon said. “He and the other wolves that stayed with us have been digging ever since the pipe caved in. But don’t worry about the time. Once we get all of you through, we can block the gap to stop the rhenlings coming after us, for there are none beyond here. I must have been mistaken about being able to sense them.”

“You were not mistaken,” the gypsy told him grimly. “The pipe had obviously begun to split open before the collapse and hundreds of them have been coming through the cracks. They are all around us. They are not awake yet, but they are stirring.”

There was an aghast silence; then Dameon said urgently, “Dig, then. The wolves will dig from this side!”

At that moment, an eerie ululating call echoed along the pipe behind us and the rhenlings on the walls rustled like leaves stirred by rising wind and began flexing their leathery wings, slitted lids sliding open to reveal eyes that were green and glistening, like peeled grapes. I lay in horror, waiting for them to fall on me, but though the creatures slavered and bared their fangs, they did not attack.

After a long frozen moment, Swallow whispered, “Why aren’t they attacking?”

The rhenlings chittered and seethed at the sound of his voice, but they still did not attack.

After a long moment, Analivia breathed, “Maybe the light from the bottle is holding them back …”

Again a ripple went through the rhenlings but still they did not attack. I farsent to Dameon to ask what he could feel, praying that my sending would not enrage them so long as it was not directed at them.

“Hunger, rage,” the empath told me. “But there is something else … something holding them in thrall …”

I sucked in a breath that gave me a jab of pain and turned my head to look at Gavyn. He was now gazing up at the creatures on the roof. Incredibly, he was smiling.

“Rasial, is this Gavyn’s doing?” I farsent to the ridgeback.

“He thralls their spirits, but we cannot hold them forever,” Rasial sent dreamily. No doubt the boy was drawing on her.

“I don’t know how, but Gavyn holds them in his thrall,” I farsent to Ahmedri, and then I said aloud to Swallow and Analivia, “Dig!”

It took almost an hour, but at last the way was wide enough for a single person to pass through. It was stable because Ahmedri had insisted that they take the time to strengthen the wall of what was effectively a small tunnel using some of the stones. Ahmedri went through first and then Analivia and Swallow lifted me through to him. It was a short but painful journey, and I was still recovering from it as Analivia came through. Gavyn continued to exert his strange will on the rhenlings until Swallow lifted Rasial through. He would have gone back to lead the boy through, but Gavyn came through of his own accord after the dog and then Ahmedri blocked the passage after first lighting a torch so we could inspect our injuries.

We all looked at one another, wide-eyed and filthy; then Swallow asked, “What just happened back there? What woke them?”

“That did be the cry a rhenling does give to alert the horde that prey did blunder into their midst,” Rheagor sent, reading the question in my mind. He regarded Gavyn with his queer silver eyes. “The cub and the she-dog did mesmerize those close by to prevent them rising to swarm. Their power do be very great, though it be narjulk.”

Gavyn yawned and Analivia said, “Look, I do not know about the rest of you, but I am well and truly sick of this pipe. Let’s talk about what happened once we are out of here.”

“Well said,” Swallow said firmly. “Elspeth, can you ride?”

“I can’t walk,” I said, grimacing.

“I will carry you gently/safely, ElspethInnle,” Faraf sent.

They were as gentle as they could be getting me up onto the little mare’s back, but in the end, the pain was so fierce that I was forced to weave a coercive net to hold it off; otherwise I would have passed out.

As we set off, I noticed the body of a wolf half buried under heavy rubble. Its hindquarters had been crushed but its head and forepaws were clear of the stones. Its jaws were open wide in a frozen gape of agony, and its throat was red with gore, testament to the fact that its pack leader had slain it. I swallowed hard and asked Rheagor, “Do the others know what happened here?”

“They know, for this one did send a wolf to tell it lest they did return to seek us. They do wait by the shadow lake,” sent Rheagor.

The shadow lake turned out to be a dry lakebed of fine powdery black sand in a great cavern at the end of a tunnel that looked to have been carved out by the humans as a continuation of the pipe we had been traveling through. The cavern itself appeared to be naturally formed. There was no sign of Gahltha or Falada or any of the wolves, but I could see there were several cracks and holes in the sides of the cavern wide enough for a horse to pass through.

“Why are there no rhenlings here?” Analivia asked wonderingly to Swallow, who was carrying a torch.

“Creatures dwell here that prey on anything that does sleep here. They do be very small but deadly,” Rheagor told me, responding to the echo of Analivia’s question in my mind.

“You said the others were waiting here,” I sent.

“This one bade Descantra wait until the sun did set,” he said.

He led us to one of the cracks and as Faraf entered it, I asked the pack leader why his ancestor and three she-cubs had set off alone to make the journey to the mountains in the first place.

“That one did have the power to go seliga,”

Rheagor sent. “That one did tell his pack leader of great danger coming to their territory and he did say they must flee. The leader did tell him there be no use in fleeing for all else in the world was poison lands. The cub did tell of the graag beyond the white dead land, through which they could travel safely to black mountains that did rise up to claw the sky. There might the wolves find a territory that would be safe for many generations. The pack leader did drive him out. One of the she-wolves was his sister and she did go with him and two of her companions.”

I was so astonished at this tale that I almost forgot I was hurting.

“Were all of them captured by the efari?” I asked, eager to know more in this rare moment of openness from the wolf.

“Nah nah nah,” Rheagor said. “Only the male be taken, but that one did escape and three females were waiting. One did die by the rhenlings soon after as this one did tell tha before.”

“What happened to the others?”

“The three did come through the graag and reach the mountains, but another died there of some sickness, so there did be only the cub and his litter sister. He could not mate with his sister, so he did challenge the pack master of a fierce pack of mountain wolves. He did be more than a cub now, and strong, but the wolf he challenged did be fully grown and powerful and wily. Yet that one did yield and this one’s ancestor claimed his pack. From that one and the mate he took from the pack did come the Brildane.” There was reverence in his voice but also a sorrow. Was that because he was truly blood kin to the wolf that founded the Brildane? Or was it the fact that they both had the ability to go seliga?

“What was the danger the cub foresaw befalling his old territory?” I asked.

“That the pack and their territory would perish in darkness and fire if they did not go to the black mountains,” Rheagor said. “But when he did be old, he did see that no harm came to that pack or that territory. It did be needful only for him to leave.”

He broke contact then, and I was left to wonder if the doom Rheagor’s ancestor had seen was the dreadful fate that would come to all the world if I failed to complete my quest. For had not Atthis warned that I would fail if the Brildane could not be persuaded to accompany me, and if the cub had not made his perilous journey to the mountains, there would have been no Brildane.

A gust of wind and cool air lifted the lank strands of hair from my sticky face and I drew in a deep, glorious breath, uncaring of the pain it caused me. A short time later, Faraf ascended a slope that brought us out of the earth into the wide, cold, dark night.

The sun had long set when we came upon the rest of the wolf pack, leaving a dim bloody smear upon the western horizon that illuminated the Blacklands Range far behind us. A haze of greenish light marked the end of the glowing Blacklands, but it was too dark to see if there was a white plain to the northeast, for the moon had yet to rise and there were only a few stars pricking the velvet darkness overhead. At least the ground to the north and south and east did not glow. The ground we were on was dark and stony, much as the terrain had been between the mountains and the graag. Darga had pronounced it Blacklands, but Rheagor sent that the taint was so slight as to be no taint at all, and in any case, in a few hours we would come to the white plain, where there was no taint. There was clean water there, too, he added casually, answering another concern.

He went to the wolves and I noticed that one of them lay on its side, whining softly. Dameon had mentioned that two wolves had been injured and I realized it must have been the other that Rheagor had sent out to tell the pack about the cave-in. Rheagor was sniffing at the other wolf, and as all talk fell silent, I heard the bubbling sound of its breathing with cold dismay.

“If you can convince them to allow me to examine it—” Analivia began, but without warning, Rheagor lunged at its throat to deal out his swift and savage mercy. There was a dark gush and the coppery metallic smell of blood made my stomach turn.

Rheagor looked up at me, his muzzle streaked with red. “A wolf that cannot run with the pack is better dead,” he sent.

“My companion is a healer,” I said. “She might have saved that wolf.”

“Would tha go on, dinrai?” Rheagor sent, the cold question my only answer.

I drew a shaken breath and said, “I would go on.”

“Then prepare,” Rheagor said, and led his wolves apart.

I told the others what he had said of the white plain and the water, and Analivia asked if it would not be wiser for me to rest for a few hours before we continued.

“I would rather go on if there is clean ground to be had at the end of the journey,” I said. “If there is clean water, there will likely be grazing for the horses and it might be possible to do some foraging. Better to get there before we stop. Besides, I would far rather sleep on untainted ground under the sun when I know that no rhenling horde can come hunting me.”

That put an end to their arguments, for while it was true that the creatures could not come through the blocked pipe, there were other outlets and they might very well fly to this end of the pipe, as they must have done many times before when the moon was near to rising.

Ahmedri and Swallow reconstructed the travois and Dragon’s bier was tied in place after it had been fastened to Sendari. In the meantime, Analivia fashioned a sling for my splinted arm. Swallow suggested I would be more comfortable riding if they bandaged my ribs but both Analivia and Ahmedri said this would do more harm than good.

I could have walked, but not quickly, and I would have ridden Gahltha, as he wished, but it proved easier simply to mount me up on little Faraf again. She truly had a gentle gait; moreover, with Dameon walking alongside me emanating serenity, and the coercive net catching any pain, I could manage very well. It struck me that this would be the right moment to tell the others my body would heal itself, but by the time I was in place, I had decided to wait until we stopped.

There was no moon or sun to light our way, but Rheagor took the lead confidently and the wolves followed. Ahmedri and Swallow both carried lit torches at his suggestion, not for light so much as for protection.

“There be beasts that do dwell in this place other than rhenlings and all wild creatures do fear the hot bite of flame,” Rheagor had answered when I asked if he expected the rhenlings to attack us.

For a time we moved in silence over the flat, barren ground. I noticed all of the wolves stayed well back from the circles of torchlight and wondered what they would do if we were on an open plain with no shelter when day broke.

Then I heard Analivia say softly to Swallow, who rode behind her on Gahltha, “I was never so frightened as when you opened the bottle and we saw all those rhenlings around us in the pipe. Not even when Moss threatened to throw me over the cliff when I was six.”

An appalled silence met her words and Swallow reached back and rested a hand on her leg. He meant only to comfort her, I thought, but he could not see her face, which revealed a mixture of yearning and panic. I glanced around at the others. Ahmedri was riding alongside with Dameon mounted up behind him on Falada, but he had noticed nothing. Gavyn was walking behind them with Rasial, whom Ahmedri had carried from the pipe, slung ignominiously about his shoulders. Once she had awakened, she insisted that her injured leg was no more than a flesh wound. When she had licked it, it had seemed she had been right; nevertheless, I noticed now that she was limping. I said nothing, knowing she would not appreciate my interference, but I would suggest that Analivia offer to treat it when we stopped.

I looked across at the travois being dragged behind Sendari. I had been worried about Dragon and Maruman, but they had been well out of the pipe before it had collapsed, and they slept on, oblivious to what had been happening.

“Do not fear for them,” Gahltha sent. “Maruman will bring MornirDragon back when she remembers what must be remembered, even as the oldOnes bade.”

I turned to stare at him in amazement. That Maruman might have a purpose in dreamtraveling with Dragon, other than merely bringing her to wakefulness, had never occurred to me. But had Maruman told this to Gahltha or had he guessed it? Before I could ask, Dameon asked Analivia what she had meant earlier when she told him that light had shone from a bottle. After she explained, Swallow said that he thought it better if none of us drank the water from the bottles, given that there was no way to tell whether the bottles contained some of the taint-devouring insects. He frowned. “What is it the beasts call them? Dryka?”

Analivia bridled, insisting indignantly that she had carefully strained through muslin all the water that she had got from the graag and from the springs in the cave at the foot of the mountains. None of the dryka could have got into the bottles.

“Perhaps their eggs …? Wait, I have it!” Swallow said suddenly. “The bottle I opened must have been the one I filled from the broken pipe behind the observatory on the bluff. Remember?” He glanced at me and I nodded in confirmation. “I wanted to ask Darga to smell it and see if it was clean. I had forgotten about it, but we must have got it out last night when we were trying to see how much food we had. These dryka are becoming even more interesting.”

“What interests me is how the boy stopped the rhenlings,” Ahmedri said, and we all looked at Gavyn, who was now romping with two of the wolf cubs who had been running at the rear of the wolf column streaming ahead. I had noticed earlier that several of the cubs had come sniffing and nudging at the boy when he emerged from the crack, and for the first time the adult wolves had done nothing to drive them back, perhaps because Rheagor had told them what Gavyn had done. I could see no other explanation for their sudden tolerance of the enthraller, though I had noticed it did not extend to Rasial. The wolves stayed well away from the injured ridgeback, and the cubs cringed and lowered their tails between their legs when she came close.

I turned my gaze to the white dog to see how she regarded the desertion of her soul mate and saw that she was still limping but seemed otherwise unperturbed.

“My pain is not your affair,” Rasial beastspoke me suddenly, and I flushed in shame at the realization that my curiosity had fashioned a probe that had been groping toward her.

“Gavyn is what we at Obernewtyn have begun to call an enthraller,” Dameon was explaining to the other three. “That is a person with the rare ability to combine the Talents of coercion and empathy.”

“The pack leader warned that the touch of a mind would bring the rhenlings down on us,” Swallow said.

“I suspect Gavyn was not attempting to coerce or to communicate with the rhenlings,” Dameon said slowly. “What I felt was … well, the boy was directing his full attention at them.”

“But how could that stop them attacking us?” Analivia asked.

“It is as if a man absentmindedly held off a flock of chickens so he could pour seed into their bowl,” Dameon said after pondering a moment. “The hunger and rapacity and the desire of the rhenlings to swarm would have got in the way of Gavyn’s curiosity about them.” As ever, he sounded dissatisfied with his explanation.

“You mean he stopped them eating us because that would have distracted him?” Swallow asked incredulously.

Dameon laughed. “I suppose that is one way of putting it.”

“The power it must have taken …,” Analivia murmured.

“Is great,” Dameon said. “The strange thing is that I never felt his interest in anything before this moment. It is as if something drew his attention to the rhenlings when usually he would not have seen them. Indeed, he showed no interest in them at all when we passed them earlier.”

“That’s true,” Analivia mused.

Rasial, I thought.
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TWO HOURS LATER, the moon rose and in the distance its pure, pale light fell on the leading edge of a white plain. The meeting of gray damaged earth and white earth was striking not only for its extreme contrast but also because they met in a line that was unnaturally straight. It was impossible to imagine that whatever had befallen these lands had not been of human doing, for nature did not cut its cloth so neat.

Analivia had begun to describe it to Dameon, but when she spoke of the whiteness as a plain, Ahmedri said flatly, “It is not a plain.” He pointed away to the horizon. “Those are dunes. It is a desert.”

I squinted and could not see anything other than whiteness, but I did not doubt he had seen what he said, for a Sadorian would know very well what dunes looked like.

“Look there,” Swallow said, pointing to a large body of water shining silver in the moonlight at the margin of Blacklands and white desert. The pool was wide at one end and narrowed at the other like a tear. At the wide end of the lake was a large outcropping of black rocks. I did not see how this could be the clean water Rheagor had mentioned, since it was surrounded on one side by tainted ground, but there was no other water in sight and Rheagor turned to the southeast to make directly for it. It was not until we were quite close that I saw the narrow end of the pool gave forth a thin stream that meandered away to the south along a deep, narrow channel that ran precisely along the border between the barren gray-black terrain that was the end of the Blacklands and the white plain. This suggested that the pool was formed about a spring, which was gradually running away in a stream.

From a distance, I had not seen steam coming off the surface of the pool, but when we were closer, I noticed there was water welling from the top of the mound of stones at the northern end and running down it into great flat boulders that appeared to have been sculpted by the flow into natural bowls. From these, water spilled into the pool, which was truly large enough to be called a small lake. A veil of steam hung above the brimming stone bowls, but not above the lake, whose surface would have been like a silver mirror in the still night, save for widening ripples emanating from where the spring water entered it.

It was only after I had been helped down from Faraf that I saw the lake lay in an enormous rounded slab of stone half buried in the ground and connected to the mound of rocks from which the spring flowed. Darga sniffed at the spring and pronounced it clean but the lake tainted. However, Rheagor beastspoke me to say it was so slightly tainted as to be clean. As if to emphasize the point, he led the pack to the edge to drink.

I told the others what he had said as they unloaded the horses, and without hesitation, when the wolves moved away, they went to lave their filthy faces and arms and drank their fill without restraint. I longed to do the same, but my injuries forbade me doing anything more strenuous than sitting and waiting for a bowl of water to be brought to me. Of course, I could not feel any pain, but I did not want any more to be stored in the coercive net than need be.

I was beginning to feel the heavy tiredness that meant my body was trying to heal my injuries and I was expending energy on the coercive net. I needed to unweave it as soon as possible, for stored pain distilled and continued to do so until released. If it became too potent or there was too much pain stored away, the forbidding might dissolve under the weight of it and flood me, unprepared, with intense pain.

Analivia brought me a mug of water and a bowl she had filled from the spring. After I had emptied the mug, she bathed my face and good arm in warm water and then fetched fresh water to bathe my broken arm in case there were any cuts that needed treating. She did not remove the splint but worked around it, saying it would not do to disturb the bone, which needed to knit together. I had never had a broken bone before and I wondered how long it would take to heal. Analivia found two cuts, one small and the other long but shallow, and applied some salve she had mixed up. She was so gentle and I was so tired that I began to nod off under her ministrations.

“I do not like it that you are so sleepy,” she said worriedly. “It is strange, too, that you do not seem to feel any pain.”

“Do you feel pain when you breathe out?” Ahmedri asked, also looking concerned.

I shook my head to clear it and said somewhat groggily, “Do not fear for me, my friends. I have been holding off the pain of the broken arm and rib using a coercive net, but it is tiring me. I need to release the pain and then sleep.”

“Garth spoke of this ability,” Analivia said, sounding fascinated.

“That is not all,” I said. And at last, in as few words as possible, I told them what the Agyllians had done to my body.

“But all bodies heal themselves,” Ahmedri said, sounding puzzled.

“My body heals from things that other bodies do not heal from and I heal far more quickly than normal,” I said.

“Your chest and arm—” Analivia began.

“Will heal in a few days. I don’t know what damage that boulder did when it landed on my chest, but although it hurts me, the pain is less fierce than it was. I can tell that much even with the coercive net stopping me feeling it.”

“What are the limits of this healing ability?” Analivia asked.

“I don’t know, but I have not reached them yet and I have been more seriously hurt than this. Mind you, I have never broken bones before. The only disadvantage is that the healing is involuntary and it takes all of my energy. I can’t put it off until later. Hence my sleepiness now.”

“That these birds could teach your body such a thing is astonishing,” Dameon murmured. Then, unexpectedly, the empath laughed softly. “But it explains a good deal. Roland has been mightily puzzled by some of the healing your body has done in the past. I once heard him speculate that you must have some sort of unique self-healing Talent you were not aware of.”

I took a short, tense breath. “It shames me that I have not told you sooner than this, since it means that all of you risk more than I do in traveling with me. When you thought I was sick in the pipe last night, I was actually exhausted because my body was repairing whatever damage had been done. I was not affected by the taint long enough to become ill from it.”

Swallow laid a hand on my shoulder. “Elspeth, you must know that you are the only one who truly matters on this venture. The rest of us serve your quest and I, for one, am more than relieved to find you can heal yourself.”

I was astonished and humbled to see that the others were nodding.

“Once voices speak in your dreams, it is hard to be skeptical about other wonders,” Dameon said drily, for of course he felt my incredulity at their reactions.

Now completely wide awake, I licked my lips. “Then perhaps it is time for me to tell you something that will be as hard for you to hear as it was for me. Atthis, who spoke in your dreams, and who has long guided me, is dead. She died soon after sending Maruman and Darga to bring me into the mountains to seek the help of the Brildane.”

“Dead!” Swallow said. “But how will you know where to go after we have Cassandra’s key?”

“I hope her successor will tell me,” I said. “Atthis carried the memories of all previous Elders in her mind, and after she died, by some means I cannot understand, all of those memories, Atthis’s included, were lodged in the same high realm where Straaka’s spirit hovers. It was these merged minds that bade him seek me out, even as they wait for the new Elder to encompass them.”

“But if these merged minds communicated with Straaka, it cannot merely be that they are memories,” Analivia protested.

“Before Straaka’s spirit spoke to me, I believed that when the body died, the spirit was drawn into the mindstream from which all spirits come and into which all spirits go at the end. But it seems that a spirit can live on in some guise when its flesh dies, and I now believe that it is not the memories of the previous Elders Atthis carried inside her mind but their spirits or part of them.”

“Can it be possible?” Analivia muttered to herself.

I looked at Ahmedri. “Until Straaka spoke to me, I believed that Bruna had misunderstood the over-guardian’s words.” I hesitated. “There is one other thing I would tell you, but I lack the strength for another long tale right now.”

“Then sleep,” Analivia said decisively. “The rest of us can set up camp and make a meal. When we wake you to eat, you can tell us whatever needs telling then.”

Analivia helped me to lie down and covered me with a blanket. I closed my eyes and relaxed as completely as I could, and then I unwove the coercive net and let the pain wash through me. I did not try to resist it, knowing from experience that this would lengthen my suffering. I lifted my mind above my body in the way that I had learned to do, which allowed my body to feel the pain but my mind to perceive that experience as if from afar. When the pain ebbed away, I felt exhausted but light. I was wide awake now despite a fatigue so deep that I felt light-headed. I opened my eyes and gazed up at the scatter of stars above. There was no trace of the heavy cloud cover that had filled the sky as we headed for the graag. The storm must have broken when we were under the earth.

That brought me to my dream of Rushton in a storm at sea and a different pain washed through me.

“I wish that our paths need never diverge in even the smallest way,” he had said after loving me, but then he had kissed me gently and gone on along the path away from me. He had been able to walk away because he had believed we would see one another again. So we had, but then I had crept away from him in the night like a thief, and though hidden within him was the knowledge that I had not had any choice, I had done it, knowing I would never see him again.

Tears forced their way through my closed lids and trickled down my cheeks, and for a moment the grief I felt at having left him was unendurable. For until now, the thought that he had been somewhere in the world, living and breathing and walking in the sunlight, linked to me by a golden spirit cord, had given me a bridge across the abyss of pain and loss that our parting had opened so that I might do what I must do despite knowing what it had cost. But if Rushton truly had died in a storm, I did not know how to bear it.

I clenched my teeth and told myself fiercely that what I had seen had been only a nightmare borne of being buried alive. It was I who had been dying, not Rushton. Had I not many times had ordinary dreams full of the garbled matter of the day where something irksome or troubling had cavorted, masked in some queer guise?

I willed myself to sleep, drawing on the dark spirit-force at the depths of my will to sink swift and inviolable through the layers of my mind, but as I came to hover above the mindstream, a bubble of silver dream matter rose so quickly to envelope me, it was almost as if I had summoned it.

I dreamed of a woman in Land clothes trudging along a black road. White sand lay on either side of the road and across it in some places, and gray Beforetime poles made from some smooth stonelike material rose up at regular intervals beside it.

At first I thought it was Hannah Seraphim, but although she bore a passing resemblance to the woman I had seen in my past-dream with Cassandra at the Reichler Clinic Reception Center in Newrome, it was not her. The mouth was quite a different shape and the eyes were the wrong color, yet this woman was old, too, with gray hair cut short, and she was leaning heavily on the sort of carved stick some highland herders used. She carried a hempen bag of sticks slung over her shoulder, and I wondered why she did not push them into the thin pack she wore. Belted at her waist was some sort of small Beforetime machine. It was familiar to my eyes and I puzzled at this until it occurred to me that I had seen a similar device drawn in Jacob Obernewtyn’s journal. I was sure he had scribed that it was a machine for locating ground water. Or had it been the device for checking the level of taint in earth and water, which Jacob called contamination?

I willed myself closer, but instead the dream dissolved and I spilled into another dream that was almost exactly the same as the first except there was less sand on the road. Coming toward me was a tall, thin, older man. He was very erect and had a handsome, rather sad face and blue eyes under a shock of thick white hair. He was pulling a strange cart that seemed to glide along behind him. A small dog ran at his heels.

Could it be Jacob? I thought.

As they passed me, the man looked through me, but to my astonishment, the dog’s eyes turned to me and flared white. The shock of it cracked the strange dream apart and I woke.

I opened my eyes. The sky was a very pale clear blue over a white plain that I could now see rose up some distance away into ghostly white dunes molded with blue shadows. The sun had yet to rise but it was light enough that all but a single star was invisible. The few long thin skeins of violet cloud stretched across a seam of brightness that had opened up along the horizon and I reckoned the sun was minutes from rising.

My chest still hurt, but the pain was far less intense as I levered myself up carefully with my good arm and looked around. My human companions were curled asleep all around me in blankets, save for Ahmedri. The tribesman sat cross-legged and motionless alongside Dragon’s bier, looking at the lake, but I could not see his expression because he had his back to me.

“Ahmedri?” I called softly.

He rose immediately and came over to me. “How do you feel? We tried to wake you to give you some food last night, but you refused to be woken.”

“My arm aches and my chest still hurts but they are much better than they were,” I croaked.

“Wait,” he said, and brought me a mug of water.

“Tell me why you don’t like Miryum?” I asked when I had drunk it.

The tribesman’s dark face rippled in what might have been a grimace. “It is strange that you should ask that, for I have been sitting here wondering if she came this way with my brother’s bones. Almost I can imagine it.” He was silent for a long moment; then he looked at me, his expression somber. “I had no desire to leave the desert lands or my own people to come to the Land. I blamed my brother for leaving. I blamed the woman who pulled him away from his land and tribe to his doom. We fought before he left to get the woman.”

“You fought before Straaka came to Obernewtyn?” I asked. Then the meaning of his words came to me. “You fought one another?”

He nodded grimly. After a moment he said, “I did not want him to go. I told him that his choice of a Land woman was wrong. He would have stood for that, save that I said the woman was unworthy of him. It was an insult against his woman that must be met and I knew it as well as he. I am a stronger and better fighter, but Straaka won. It meant I must retract my words. I told him that I would not and bade him kill me, knowing he would not. Then I cursed him and the woman and rashly bade him go then and die with her.” Ahmedri shook his head, the beads in his hair clinking and clicking. He gazed down at his clenched hands. “When I heard that he died saving her, I hated the woman and my brother, but I hated myself most of all for the things I had said, knowing they could now never be unsaid, knowing I felt them still. I felt as if hate were choking me. When the overguardian appointed me to bring Straaka’s bones back to Sador, I asked why I should be the one to do so, for that task is a high honor and I had shamed myself. I did not deserve it and I knew it, nor did I have any desire to do it. The overguardian agreed that I was unworthy but she said that still I must go and that either I would become worthy of the honor or I would die.”

I did not know what to say.

He gave me a penetrating look from under frowning brows. “I did not want anything to do with Landfolk. I thought all who were not Sadorians lacked courage and honor. I came to the Land with Bruna because I had no choice. When you began by evading me, it was no more than I had expected. I thought all Landfolk deceitful. But this journey has opened my eyes to many truths. Seeing the man Moss made monstrous by hatred, I saw myself. Would that I could say this to my brother, but I will never see him again.”

“You loved him,” I said softly.

He gave me a look of gratitude so intense it hurt me. “Our mother and father died and there were only us two. I was younger and he cared for me. I worshipped him and I was jealous of his love for the coercer. I feared she would take him from me and she did,” Ahmedri said, and irony was a glitter in his eyes. “I even hated you when you said you had spoken to his spirit. Why not me? I wondered. I must find the woman, Miryum, and wake her. Not only so that I can find my brother’s bones as I was bidden, but also because Straaka loved her.”

Tears pricked my eyes but I blinked them away and said, “I am so sorry I did not think to tell him you were with me, Ahmedri, else I am sure he would have given me some message for you. If you wish it, and I dream of him again, I will tell him what you have told me.”

“I would be … in your debt, Elspeth,” the tribesman said huskily. It was the first time he had said my name.

“You are awake!” Analivia cried, throwing aside her blanket to come over to me. “Are you healed?”

“Not completely, but I am a good deal better than I was. Ahmedri has been telling me that you tried to wake me.”

She nodded. “We were worried until Faraf signaled Dameon to say you were only sleeping deeply. In truth we were all exhausted, so we decided to eat and do the same. The wolves left. The pack leader told Darga they will hunt and then sleep in the daytime. They will come back at dusk.” She glanced at Ahmedri and then at Swallow and Dameon, who were also rising. “The wolf told Darga that if we wished, we could set off and they would follow us, but we thought it would be better to wait here for them and give you more time to rest and recover.”

I was anxious to continue, yet it was true that I would heal faster if we stayed where we were even for a day, and I had no desire to set off into the desert without our guides. I told her that it had been the right decision and we broke our fast with the cold food that had been prepared. Analivia apologized for the poor fare, explaining that they had not dared to light a cookfire in case we needed the torches to drive off the rhenlings. I was puzzled until he explained that the torches were the only remaining fuel aside from a few firenuts.

“We cannot be sure that Gavyn would be interested enough in the rhenlings to stop them again,” Analivia said.

Ahmedri stood up suddenly, announcing that he would use the last of the firenuts to make a very small fire over which he might prepare a tisane that would restore my energy. As he went to get his tinderbox from the pile of packs, I noticed that neither Rasial nor the boy were anywhere to be seen.

“Do not fear, ElspethInnle,” Gahltha sent gently, coming to nuzzle at my shoulder. “The dog hunts and the boy goes with her, but they will return before dusk. Now that you have decided to stay the day, I will go with the other horses to graze.”

“There is fodder?” I asked, looking around in disbelief.

“To the south, there is a place where something grows. Rasial sent back to tell me of it and the others went and found that it is edible, though sadly not very tasty,” he said. “But what is that thing you funaga say? Beggars cannot be choosers?”

I laughed aloud, startled that he had acquired one of Garth’s favorite Beforetime homilies. Then I kissed his nose and bade him be gone. When Analivia returned with some water and food, I asked her about Rasial’s leg.

“She can walk well enough but Dameon says she feels more pain than she is letting us see. Yet she will not let me tend her.”

“I do not think you need concern yourself with her. The white dog is no fool and if she truly needed help, she would ask for it,” said Ahmedri, handing me a mug of tisane. I thanked him as I took it and sipped it gingerly. To my relief, it was unexpectedly pleasant and I was glad to accept a second mug after I had drained the first.

Then Swallow said, with the air of someone who had been restraining himself, “Now, what was the other thing that you would have told us last night, if you had not been snoring your head off?”

The others looked at me expectantly, so I asked Swallow to bring me the long, heavy cloth-wrapped package that Sendari had been carrying since Dragon had joined us. When it lay between us, I bade him unwrap it carefully. The others leaned forward, intrigued.

“A stone sword?” Swallow said blankly when it was revealed. Then he stared at it more closely and looked astonished. “But this is the work of the D’rekta!”

“Of Cassandra, yes,” I said. “But the words, like those she carved on the panels that became part of the doors to Obernewtyn, are in Gadfian script, unlike the words carved on the statues she left. Do you know anything of the making of the door panels?”

Swallow shook his head in bafflement, his eyes on the sword. “I know nothing of them, but she must have known gadi from the Beforetime.”

“Or she learned it after she went to Sador and sent the door panels from there,” I said, thinking aloud. “She might have had a ship bring them to Halfmoon Bay, where they could then have been transported by land to Stonehill, with instructions for her son to take them to the mountains and offer them to Marisa Seraphim. Ships did travel to the desert lands back then, even if no one dared admit their existence because of the Herder dogma that insisted there was no other place in the world that had been spared the wrath of Lud but the Land.”

“But the D’rekta did not go to Sador,” Swallow said, looking puzzled. “She was taken by Gadfian slavers.”

I nodded and drew a deep breath before continuing. “She was. And they took her to the same settlement as the women stolen from Sador by her Gadfian captors. When the Sadorian greatships rescued their women years later, they brought Cassandra with them back to Sador. Indeed, she was revered by the other survivors, for by all accounts she had helped them and cared for them and defended them against their captors. When she arrived in Sador, she set up the Earthtemple, partly to house the deformed children born of the stolen women, raped by their taint-afflicted captors, and partly to house the things she meant to leave for me, having learned that the Sadorians kept no permanent residences.”

Dameon said, “You speak of the first Kasanda!”

“I do,” I said. The empath had dwelt for a year among the Sadorian tribesfolk, and it was he who had first related the story of Kasanda to me.

Swallow looked utterly dumbstruck as Ahmedri demanded, “Do you say that this Cassandra, who was a Beforetimer and who became D’rekta of the Twentyfamilies, was the same Kasanda that my people revere?”

“Kasanda … Cassandra!” Analivia cried.

“That is what I am saying, yes,” I said evenly. I told them about the carved frieze I had been shown by the overguardian of the Earthtemple the first time I had visited Sador to take part in the Battlegames, explaining that I had immediately recognized them as being the work of the same person who had carved the Obernewtyn door panels.

“I had always assumed the door panels were less polished work than the stone frieze in the Earthtemple because Cassy had done them much earlier when she was in the Land, but it comes to me now that they might have been carved in her early days in Sador while she was still weak and ill from her time among the Gadfians. Certainly she and all of the women would have been suffering some degree of exposure to the Beforetime poisons of the Blacklands that surrounded the Gadfian settlements, though they would not have been so badly afflicted as the Gadfians born of generations that had dwelt there, gradually becoming less and less fertile,” I said.

“I cannot believe the D’rekta died in Sador,” Swallow said, shaking his head as if to clear it. “None of our seers saw it.”

“Or if they did, they did not say so,” Dameon said gently. “May I?”

I nodded to Analivia, who guided the empath’s hands to the sword, and as he slid them over it, feeling out the shape and marks with his long, sensitive fingers, I told them of the futuretelling that had said I would return to the Earthtemple to get the final sign left for the Seeker.

“I thought it meant I must get all of the other signs mentioned on the door panels before I could return for whatever had been left there, but later discovered it meant only that that was the final sign Cassy left anywhere. The last sign.”

“The sword,” Swallow said.

I shook my head. “The sword was left for me by Cassandra, but it was not one of the signs connected to my quest.”

“But you said she had left a final sign there,” Analivia protested.

“And so she did,” I murmured. I told them of the amethyst chamber within the Earthtemple that had somehow operated as a source of temporary power that had brought to life a small computermachine that contained a message from Cassy, and the memory seed I had been bidden bring away with me. I got the memory seed from its waxed and buttoned pocket to show to them.

“I have seen such things in the collections of the teknoguilders,” Analivia said. “What does it do?”

“Apparently it will enable me to enter the Sentinel complex safely,” I said. “After I got that in the amethyst chamber, a Temple guardian gave me the sword. She said I was to keep it with me until I could restore it to its rightful owner.”

“Who?” Analivia asked eagerly.

“That I was not told,” I said drily.

“But it was the kasanda who commanded it?” Ahmedri asked.

I nodded.

“I just can’t seem to take it in that the D’rekta dwelt and died in Sador without ever sending word to her son,” Swallow said.

“She did not die in Sador,” Ahmedri said.

Now it was my turn to stare. “What do you mean?”

“What I said.” He shrugged. “The kasanda did not die in Sador.”

“That’s right,” Dameon murmured. “I remember being told when I was there. She vanished and no one ever knew what happened to her. Some say she gave herself to the sea.”

“But what can a stone sword have to do with stopping Sentinel?” Analivia asked, as focused as any teknoguilder.

“As I said, I don’t think it has anything to do with my quest,” I told her. “But I brought it with me. In truth, I had half hoped that when I showed it to you, one of you would know something about it that would tell me whose it is.”

“Ahmedri, cannot you read the scribing?” Swallow asked.

“My people do not read or scribe gadi,” the tribesman answered somewhat brusquely.

I frowned. “I forgot, in which case Cassy could not have learned it in Sador. She must have learned it in the Beforetime.”

“But she could still have sent those door panels from Sador,” Analivia said. “What I don’t understand is why she would have let herself be taken by slavers. Surely if she needed to get to Sador, she had only to board a ship and bribe the shipmaster.”

“I wondered that myself,” I admitted. “But if she had gone to Sador in a ship by her own will, she would simply have been a stranger among the people there. Why would they help her set up her Earthtemple and keep it in her honor? It was the fact that she had shared the exile of the stolen women and helped them and was rescued with them that made her one of them. She must have seen that, but in any case, she needed to get something from the Gadfians. The small computermachine and the memory seed, maybe, for if she had them with her when she was captured, the slavers would have taken them.”

“It is not a proper sword,” Dameon said.

The rest of us looked at the empath blankly. He was still running his fingers over the markings on the sword, frowning in concentration. It was only now, seeing him bathed in morning sunlight, that I became aware that the sun had risen. I had been too utterly engrossed in our talk to notice anything else.

“Of course it is not a proper sword,” said Swallow impatiently. “No one could fight with a stone sword.”

“I meant the shape is wrong for a sword,” Dameon said. “You see? A real sword would be the same on both sides, but this side is shaped like a sword with grooves while the other is rounded.”

He was right, we realized, though this did not do anything to answer the mystery of its owner or purpose. I listened to the others speculate for a time, and then I got up, murmuring that I needed to relieve myself. I moved away onto the gray earth behind the mound of stone at the end of the lake, since it offered the only privacy, noting how the white sand blazed so brightly in the early morning sun as to dazzle the eyes. Glancing behind me, I saw that the ground merely looked dull, for of course it would not glow in daylight, no matter how badly it was tainted. Squinting, I thought I could just make out the hazy black outline of the mountains. I turned back toward the water and knelt to wash my hands and splash my face. Someone had taken my boots off the night before, and the sand felt cool and soft under my bare feet.

“Greetings, ElspethInnle,” Darga sent mildly, and only then did I notice him lying in the shadow of the mound of stone from which the spring welled. He was stretched out on the sand beside the water.

I dipped in a hand and found it cold but far from icy. All at once, I felt filthy and sticky and no doubt I stank. The thought of swimming was suddenly irresistible. I knew the lake was lightly tainted, but if it was clean enough to drink from, it was surely clean enough to bathe in. Making up my mind, I stripped off my outer clothes and went to the narrow end so that I would not dirty water the horses would drink from. I eased myself in, being careful of my broken arm. The water was cold enough to make me gasp, but it was utterly delicious once my skin became accustomed to the chill. Fully immersed, I rubbed the dirt from my hair and face and neck and body. Then Analivia appeared and offered me a small ball of lavender-scented soap.

“Won’t the soap foul the water?”

“Not if we stay down this end, for the water flows straight into the stream and away,” Analivia said, and then she was stripping off her own clothes to enter. She slipped into the water with a sigh of bliss that was almost a moan. “I have been longing to do this since I set eyes on it,” she admitted.

In the end we all bathed, and it was a strange and lovely few hours we spent in the tear-shaped lake, where the desert lapped against the barren Blacklands.

“How do you suppose it happened?” Swallow asked, gliding up beside me as I gazed along the vanishing line between white and black to the north. His hair hung loose and wetly sleek about his broad brown shoulders, and it was much longer than it looked when he wore it clubbed back in gypsy fashion.

I shrugged. “An explosion of some vast kind, or maybe some sort of chemical that flowed over the land and poisoned it. It is said the Beforetimers had the power to destroy whole cities with a single weapon.”

“For all we know, this once could have been a city,” Swallow said.

I shook my head. “Remember Jacob scribed in his journal that there were only a couple of settlements this side of the mountains on his Beforetime maps, and no cities?”

I noticed Analivia gazing at Swallow, but when she caught my eye, she blushed and said briskly, “I was thinking we should bathe Dragon again. I know the water won’t wake her but at least she can be clean.”

Swallow went out and carried the unconscious girl gently to the outermost stone bowl that did not spill its contents into the lake but back down the mound where it soaked into the gray earth. It was shallow so there was no need for anyone to hold her as Analivia, dressed now, began to lave her with water. I turned on my back to float. Thus suspended with the clear blue sky arching above me, it struck me that if I did not think of the past or the future, I would be content. This is how beasts can live, I thought. But I was no beast. I turned my head one way to look at the Blacklands stretching away to the south and all that I had left behind me; then I turned east to what lay before us, narrowing my eyes against the dazzling brightness of the white plain.

Immediately my contentment faded into unease, for Rheagor had said the city we sought was many days away and that we would have to follow a path of stone trees. There were no trees at all to be seen, let alone stone ones, nor would there be food or fodder. We could endure for some time without food, but not without water. Unfortunately we had only the few gourd bottles and they would not last more than a few days.

I told myself firmly that Rheagor’s ancestor had made the crossing, so there must be water. If all else failed, I might have cause to be grateful that one of my companions was a tribesman who understood the ways of the desert. Inevitably, thinking of the desert, I thought of Rushton, for it was in Sador, after the abortive Battlegames, that we had first spoken of love. I tried to envisage him on a ship at sea, striding around the deck with a fair wind ruffling his dark hair, green eyes caught by a ship fish leaping from a phosphorescent wave, or the flash of sunlight on the curved back of a blue-green swell, but the dream of the storm and of the ship being swamped by a great black wave overshadowed it.

I clenched my teeth and told myself it had been only a nightmare, for if I let myself believe that he was dead, I would be crippled. He lives, I thought fiercely. He must live, else all that remains of life is duty without hope.

“Elspeth?” Dameon asked.

I turned to him and said as calmly as I could manage, “I was thinking of Obernewtyn.”

The empath’s expression grew somber, reminding me that I was not alone in leaving all that I loved. I said softly, “Atthis always said I would have to leave Obernewtyn, and later Dell futuretold the same thing, only she also said I would never return.” I frowned. “Mind you, she also said I would leave all I loved, and yet I didn’t, for I love Dragon and I love you.”

“But you did leave us,” Dameon reminded me gently. “It is only that the foretellings said nothing of what those you love would do, after you left them.” Despite everything, I smiled at that, but the empath went on. “I have been thinking about Oldhaven. It was a strange place. It made me feel how it might have been to live in the Beforetime, the ease of being surrounded on all sides by machines that would do as you wished. I think it would affect you.”

“Pavo always claimed that was where teknoguilders’ Talent originated,” I murmured, “from the Beforetimers living so intimately with the machines they made, relying on them and communicating with them.”

“It was the scale of Oldhaven that staggered me,” Dameon said. “To build such a vast, deep, intricate place as a shelter, with a forest and machines capable of nurturing it so deep under the earth.”

“What I can never understand is that the Beforetimers built those places because they saw that the things they were doing might lead to the Great White, but for all their abilities and brilliance, they did nothing to stop it.”

“Perhaps they tried,” Dameon said. “Perhaps the people who built the shelters did so because they could not stop those who were building weaponmachines.”

“Pavo always said it was the fatal flaw of the Beforetimers that they were like the Janus head.”

“I remember. Two faces on the same head, looking in different directions,” Dameon said. “Still, there might have been those who opposed the weaponmakers and users. They cannot all have been the same. After all, Cassandra and Hannah Seraphim were also Beforetimers.”

I felt a surge of love for the blind empath and said impulsively, “That you are with me is one of the few things I can be glad about, Dameon, though that is a truly selfish thought.”

“I am glad to be with you, too,” Dameon said gravely.

Touched, I reached out to take his hands. To my surprise, the empath stiffened and drew back. I pretended not to notice, for it shamed me that, even in a moment of calmness, Dameon would feel the need to protect himself from the clumsy overflow of my emotions. As if he felt my embarrassment, the empath began to ask me questions about dreamtraveling. I felt no need to restrain myself in answering him, given that none of my companions possessed the deep-probe ability that would enable them to acquire a spirit-shape and dreamtravel.

Then Analivia was calling Swallow and Ahmedri to help her lift Dragon from the water. My arm would not allow me to help them with her, but I waded up to that end of the pool to watch as Swallow leaned over the stone bowl and effortlessly scooped up Dragon’s limp, dripping form. But when he straightened, his foot slipped on the wet earth and he slipped sideways, jolting his arm on another of the stone bowls. To my horror, Dragon slipped from his grasp and slithered toward the water, insensible as a rag doll. Analivia screamed but I surged forward just in time to catch Dragon’s head and shoulders in my good arm and prevent her from submerging. The force of her landing against my chest made me gasp with pain but I held on to her. Then I looked down and my heart stopped beating, for Dragon gave a soft moan and opened her eyes.

For one long second, I stared down into her face, frozen with apprehension.

“Elspeth?” she rasped at last; then her eyes widened, filling with fear. My heart sank, but she said, “Elspeth! The man … He caught me and he hit me.

He tied me up!” She was near a grown woman and yet she spoke in the terrified voice of a child.

“He is dead, so you never need fear him again,” Analivia told her, slipping into the pool and pushing forward to take her from me. Though it had pained me to hold her slight weight, it was harder by far to let her go. But even as Ahmedri came into the water to help Analivia lift her out, Dragon’s lovely blue eyes sought me out, full of pleading.

“I am coming, dear one,” I said, tears of relief and joy spilling down my face as I waded to the edge and climbed out with Swallow’s help. I saw the brightness of blood on his teeth. “You are hurt.”

“I merely bit my tongue,” he told me drily. “I would curse my clumsiness except it seems to have been of some use.”

I went over to the bier where Dragon had been laid alongside the still-sleeping Maruman. Analivia was drying her tenderly, for despite waking, Dragon was weak from her mistreatment at Moss’s hands. But at least she was not as depleted as she would have been if Analivia and I had not been force-feeding her.

“Your eyes are like his,” Dragon said suddenly to Analivia, who had drawn the blanket over her. She began to shiver so violently that her teeth clattered together.

“Shock,” Analivia told me, saying she would get another blanket, but her own face was very pale.

I went to the side of the bier and knelt down, ignoring the renewed stabbing pain in my chest. “Dragon, I am so very glad to see you awake. So glad that you remember me.”

Dragon gave me a bewildered look. “It is as if I have been broken into pieces and all the bits are coming together, only I can’t understand them. Why am I so weak?” She stopped abruptly, seeming to see Ahmedri for the first time.

I said, “This is Ahmedri. He is a tribesman from Sador. That was Analivia drying your hair and Swallow and Dameon you know.”

She did not seem to hear my last words. Her eyes were still fixed on Ahmedri. “I thought you were him, but you are not,” she said. Then she winced and looked fearfully at Analivia, who was tucking a second blanket around her.

“I … I am sorry. There are many scratches and cuts on you.” Analivia’s expression was shattered but she dressed Dragon efficiently and then propped her up in the bier, promising the girl that she would be able to walk and move normally before long.

Dragon turned her gaze to Swallow, who had come to rest a brown hand comfortingly on Analivia’s bare shoulder. “I lied to you,” Dragon told Swallow unexpectedly.

He blinked at her in surprise. “You have not lied to me.”

“I told you I wanted to go into the Healing Center alone. I didn’t want you to come with me because I meant to run away as soon as you left.” She frowned and turned her blue gaze to me, wonderingly. “I feared you.” She sounded puzzled and uneasy. “Why would I be afraid of you, Elspeth? You are my friend.”

“I know,” I said, and forced myself to smile. She smiled, too, but there was confusion in her eyes. I was struck by how dark the blue shadows were under her eyes, like bruises. Ahmedri brought a mug of water and helped lift her head to drink it. She could not manage more than a quarter cup.

“You look so like him,” she told the tribesman, and when he frowned, she added, “Straaka.”

“He was my brother,” the tribesman said.

“He said I should go back, for I was needed. He said Maruman was calling to me. Then the wolfman came and he wanted to bring me down, but I was afraid. But Straaka kept telling me I had to go down,” she whispered. She closed her eyes for a moment, and I took her hand in mine.

She opened her eyes to look at me, and I asked, “Dragon, can you tell us why the man who held you captive brought you to the mountains? Did he make you tell him where to find us?”

She frowned. “He said he had to take me into the mountains and I was to lead him to you and his sister. I told him that I did not know him or his sister but he did not hear. Sometimes he said that he would kill us both and other times he said he would let me go when I brought him to his sister. He had some food to begin with, but he was sick when he took me prisoner and he got worse in the mountains and then he did not care about food. He thought I might try to run away because he was sick, so he bound my hands and feet and tied me.” She was trembling and her eyes had gone glassy. “He smelled so bad but his eyes were worse than his smell. Sometimes he thought I was his sister. He said she had run away and that he had to find her and punish her. He hurt me …” She stopped and swallowed, and then she said in the same childish voice as she had used when first she woke, “He was a bad man.”

“He was,” Analivia said fiercely, drawing Dragon’s blue gaze. “But now he is a dead bad man, so he can’t hurt anyone ever again.” She was trembling, too, and Swallow came to put his arm around her and draw her away, saying they would prepare some food.

Ahmedri and I exchanged a look, even as Dameon took Analivia’s place and laid his hand unerringly over Dragon’s. Seeing him, she smiled. “Guildmaster,” she murmured, and when he shifted his hand to her face, she turned her head to press her cheek to his palm.

“Rest, child, and we will watch over you,” Dameon said, and because I was holding her other hand, I felt him emanating comfort and serenity to her. But when she closed her eyes again, I felt a jab of panic. Dameon shook his head at me and said softly, “She is sleeping naturally. Do not fear, Elspeth. Let her rest. You can ask her all of your questions when she wakes. It is more than fortunate that she woke here when we have a hiatus in our journey.”

“Yes,” I murmured, hardly able to take in that she had woken and remembered me.

It was clear enough that Atthis had manipulated Moss to bring Dragon to me. No doubt the dying bird had been unable to break through the fierce shield about Dragon’s mind. But Moss’s mind would have been easy to penetrate, especially if the rebel had got hold of a demonband before escaping the Councilfarm, for his sickness would have been advanced enough that he would have risen to the dreamtrails in an unconscious spirit-form.

Eventually, Atthis had to have given Dragon directions for Moss, else he would have deemed her useless, but when had she managed it, for surely Atthis was dead before Moss brought Dragon to the mountains? The only answer seemed to be that she had communed with Dragon after her death. It chilled me to think that Atthis might have counted on her being mistreated and terrorized and starved by Moss to make her accessible. Yet in the end, despite the efforts of Maruman and the merged spirit-form of Gavyn and Rasial and all of the Agyllian Elders’ manipulations, Dragon had fallen unconscious and it had taken an accident to wake her. Or had Atthis foreseen that as well? It was a cold thought, and yet no matter what else she had been, Atthis had been an animal with all the ruthless pragmatism of Rheagor. Dragon had said nothing of Atthis or of guiding Moss yet, but it was the only thing that made sense. And how was I to disagree with Atthis’s methods when here was Dragon, awake and with her memory restored?

The crucial thing, of course, was whether she remembered the Red Land and her mother, but Dameon was right in saying that she needed rest before I could interrogate her. We would have plenty of time to talk in the days ahead. The trouble was, Dragon was much depleted by her mistreatment and our journey into the desert was not going to be a healing stroll in a garden.

Dragon was still sleeping when the sun began westering, but Analivia had refused to rouse her, saying that, paradoxical as it sounded, she needed sleep more than food. Natural sleep, she added, seeing my face.

We were able to light a fire after Gavyn had returned with Rasial, carrying a hempen sack full of a smaller version of the firenuts he had found in the Valley of the Skylake. Unfortunately, he had not found any food, but Ahmedri cooked a thin but nourishing gruel for Dragon.

I questioned Rasial about Dragon, but the ridgeback only reiterated that she and Gavyn had flown with Dragon on the dreamtrails. When I asked about Maruman, who slept still, Darga sent that Marumanyelloweyes flew seliga.

That chilled me, yet there was nothing to be done about it unless I would seek him out in spirit-form. Even if I were willing, I had no idea where or what seliga was.

I asked Darga what exactly Rheagor had told him, but he only repeated what Analivia had said, that the wolves would return when the sun had set.

But the wolves did not return at dusk, and when dawn came, still they had not come.
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GAZING OUT OVER the shimmering white desert, I sensed that something had gone wrong. It was not a premonition, but a bone-deep certainty, and though none of the others had said it, I did not doubt that they, too, feared the wolves had been attacked by the rhenling horde. I had a disquieting memory of the huge dark thing I had seen moving in the canyon where we had slept in the spring caves.

The other possibility was that the wolves had ventured into the desert and had fallen foul of the efari, who might well roam beyond the limits of their city, given what Miryum had said about her captors carrying her there.

“What now?” Swallow asked, coming to stand by me.

“We will wait until dusk,” I decided. “The horses can spend the day grazing and we have water and food for now. You and Ahmedri and Gavyn might go foraging and see if you can find us anything to add to our supplies.”

“And if the wolves do not come at dusk?”

“Then we will head east and seek out this path of stone trees that is supposed to lead to the city of the efari.”

“You know that Jacob only thought the Pellmar Quadrants had become the city he dreamed of,” Swallow said. “What if it is not the same place as the city of the efari?”

“If it is not, then we will learn it by going there,” I said. “Indeed, we will know for sure when we come to the path of stone trees and it leads us northeast.”

“The trouble is we could pass right by this path of stone trees if it begins one dune away from us,” Swallow said.

“I would prefer to wait for the wolves, but we cannot wait forever,” I said. “And Rheagor bade us go east and he would catch us.”

“Let us hope this path runs right across our way, then, and that there is water to be found in the desert, for the horses will need a good deal more than we can carry and they will not last more than a threeday without it,” Swallow said. “Nor will we.”

The sun rose and the morning unfolded hot and bright and still, for the slight wind that had been blowing the night before had fallen to little more than a faint stirring of the air. I had thought it quiet before, but now the silence was almost palpable. Every movement we made was audible, and when no one stirred, there was the soft, distinct sound of the springwater dropping from stone bowl to stone bowl and the deeper note it sounded as it overflowed into the lake.

At one point I noticed Ahmedri bent over a scrap of parchment scribing, which puzzled me, given the Gadfian repudiation of scribing and reading. But when I asked what he was doing, the tribesman explained that he was making notations from which he would later create a map, for it was clear to him that the maps of his people needed correcting. They showed the mountains we had come through as having an arm that ran northeast, when in fact the mountains curved right around to run almost directly east where they rose above or maybe even formed the soaring black escarpment that bounded the desert lands of Sador to the eastern coast. The maps also failed to show the width of the Blacklands Range or to clearly identify the great spine of high peaks that ran down the center of it. Land maps were equally inaccurate, for they showed the other arm of the range curving to the northwest, when in fact the mountains marched almost exactly north, though obviously it would be a mistake to assume that they went on in that way.

“A mapmaker should never assume,” the tribesman said severely. “Our maps show the whole of the territory beyond the mountains as Blacklands and yet no one can have been there, so why include it? A map should end where knowledge ends. Besides correcting the maps, I will show where clean water can be found and where the observatory and the ancient roads are located, and the Valley of the Skylake.” As he spoke, Ahmedri pointed to the list of lines and cryptic markings he had made on the parchment, showing an enthusiasm and animation I had not so far seen in him.

I felt unexpectedly cheered as I left him to finish his notes, because what purpose could there be in such a map save that it be taken back to the Land? On the other hand, he of all of us had a task that was not connected directly to my quest and that actually required him to return to Sador with his brother’s bones.

At midday, Ahmedri set aside his parchment and he and Swallow went exploring to the north to see if there was another body of water and food fit for humans and beasts. Gavyn and Rasial had gone off again to the north soon after sunrise to get more firenuts. The ridgeback still limped, though less than she had.

Only Darga, Analivia, and I were left in our makeshift camp when Dragon woke in the middle of the afternoon. Swallow and Ahmedri had dragged the travois into shade on the southern side of the rocks when they left, but the sun had moved and we were trying to shift her again when Dragon opened her eyes and squinted up at us in confusion.

She was groggy from sleep but we were able to get her out of the bier and onto a blanket in the shade on the eastern side of the rocks, where Analivia fed her gruel and helped her to bathe. Then Analivia went for a swim, leaving me to keep Dragon company. I stroked Maruman, whom I had lifted onto my lap, more for my comfort than his. It worried me that he was still limp and unresponsive when Dragon had woken for the second time.

“Marumanyelloweyes travels seliga,” Darga sent from where he had flopped down alongside Analivia’s trousers on the other side of Dragon.

“So I understand, but why?” I demanded.

“Who can know why Marumanyelloweyes does anything? Maybe the oldOnes bade him do it. Maybe he is lost.”

I thought of Descantra, snarling at Rheagor that he would never wake if he went seliga, and a little chill ran through me.

“Elspeth?” Dragon said, and I saw that her eyes were clear. “Where are we going?”

I reached out and took her hand. “Dragon, I hardly know where to begin. We left the mountains, where Moss brought you, days past, and we have traveled far beyond them and across Blacklands guided by a pack of wolves whose ancestor once came this way. Right now we are waiting for them to return to lead us across the white desert in search of a Beforetime city where there is something that I need.” I gestured rather aimlessly to the white land running away from us and decided for the moment not to speak of the part she was to play in my quest, adding only that I regretted that she would have to go with us when she was still weakened by her ordeal.

But Dragon said, “I am supposed to go with you. She said so. The red bird.”

“The red bird?” I prompted.

“The man started hurting me. I fainted and I turned into a dragon so I could fly away. I dreamed a bird flew to me and whispered that I should fly higher and I would not feel the pain. She said I had made myself a dragon by accident but that she would show me how to do it on purpose.” She frowned and before my very eyes seemed to shift from child to woman. “I flew up with her and the pain stopped. I didn’t want to go back down but she showed me where you were and she said I must go back and lead the man to you. She said it was my duty to go back, for my people needed me.”

“Your people?” I echoed.

“She made me see the slavemasters coming in ships to the Red Land when I was just a little girl.” Dragon hitched a breath and then she grew calm, though her face was full of sorrow. “She made me remember that I had seen my mother betrayed. We were taken from the Red Land over the sea to be sold in the land of the slavemasters, but my mother summoned a greatfish to destroy the ship and all who were aboard. She was going to jump overboard with me, but she was hurt. Her last deed was to ask the ship fish to bring me to land; then she bade me leave her.” Tears were streaming down her cheeks and dripping from her chin.

“Then you know what you are,” I said, my heart hammering.

“I am the daughter of the Red Queen,” she whispered.

“Do you remember how you came to Obernewtyn?” I asked, sounding breathless to my own ears.

She nodded, her eyes meeting mine. Then her expression changed subtly as she said, “I remember Matthew.” She was silent for a moment, and then she went on. “I remember trying to rescue two children in Sutrium. I recognized the soldierguard holding them. I saw him before, at the place the Gadfian ship stopped after the slavemasters took my mother and me from the Red Land. He offered … offered to buy me.”

I could not think of a single thing to say.

“I did not remember who he was when I saw him hurting the children, but my head started hurting dreadfully when I saw his face. I threw a vision at him to stop him hurting them. I made it strong and terrible and big the way Matthew showed me how to do.” She lifted the corners of her lips so fleetingly it was like the ghost of a smile. “When we were at Obernewtyn, Matthew showed me how to make my visions much stronger to frighten off the soldierguards. When they rode away, he laughed and kissed me on the mouth. He said I was … magnificent, but in Sutrium when I attacked the soldierguard, he was angry with me, and he was … cruel.”

Hearing her pain, I swallowed hard and remembered Cinda chiding me for dismissing Dragon’s love for Matthew as a mere greenstick love. For her, I realized, it had always been more than that, but there was no gain in dwelling on it now.

“Did Atthis also show you how I rendered you unconscious to get you away from the soldierguard and how you fell into a coma?” I said. “Do you remember what happened as you slept?”

She nodded gravely. “Maruman showed me, but later. Atthis only said that I must lead the man to you. I said I feared he would hurt you, too, but she said you would not be alone and that your companions would not allow any harm to come to you or to his sister, who was with you, so I woke and led the man through the mountains as she had bidden me. Then the man hurt me again because he did not like that I told him only this way, then that way. He wanted me to tell him all I knew at once, but Atthis had said he would kill me if I did that. He hurt me so badly that I fainted. I was so glad to escape. I turned myself into a dragon, but this time I couldn’t find Atthis. That is when Maruman came, only he had made himself into a greatcat.” She paused and chewed at her lip for a little before going on with her story.

“He made me remember that I made a Red Land for myself out of memories so that I could be with my mother again.” She frowned. “You were there and you were trying to help me but it went wrong, and when my mother died, I blamed you.” Her eyes sought mine and she heaved a sigh that seemed to come from the depths of her soul.

“For a long time I blamed myself, but I do not think either of us was to blame,” I said gently.

“Maruman told me you had risked yourself to come into the dream and help me remember so that I could be free,” Dragon said. “Then he said I must wake, for now it was you who needed me. He said I must learn to be brave, for I was a queen.”

“He was right and you are brave,” I said.

She looked at me. “I went with Kella to Sutrium because I was afraid of you. I … I ran away from the Healing Center because I thought you might come for me. My head hurt terribly all the time and I could hardly think. I went back to the ruins but it was all changed. I crept back to the Land again. I thought I would go to the highlands and try to find Kella. That is when the … the man caught me.”

“Do not think of him anymore,” I said, for her face was very pale.

“I try not to, but sometimes when I sleep, I see him looking at me with his terrible mad eyes and I hear him telling me what he will do to hurt me.”

I was silent a moment, remembering when I had been taken prisoner by the rebel Malik. There were times when I still had nightmares about his threat to drive a knife into my eye. At length I said, “You told me that Atthis and Maruman said I needed you. Did they tell you why?”

“Atthis said that you sought to prevent another Great White from happening and that this was the purpose of your life,” she said, beginning to look agitated, and all at once she looked more like a child than a young woman. “She told me you needed something that I had to remember about the Red Land but I don’t know what it can be! Do you know what it is?”

I bit back all the questions I wanted to ask and said soothingly, “We will have time to find out as we travel. For now, rest and know that I am truly glad that you are with me.”

She gave me a tremulous smile. “I am glad to be with you, too, Elspeth.”

Soon after, she slept, leaving me to ponder the fact that I did not know what I needed from Dragon any more than she did. Doubtless Atthis would have told me, had she lived, which made me wonder if Maruman’s foray into seliga had something to do with discovering it.

When the sun hung low in the sky, Ahmedri and Swallow returned with some scanty lichen they had scraped off rocks for the horses, but they had found nothing that humans, canines, or felines would find edible.

Gavyn did not return until right on dusk with Rasial and the horses, but he had brought another hempen bag of firenuts and two large misshapen purple tubers. Ahmedri pounced on the tubers, saying they grew in Sador and were edible and very nourishing, and where there were two, there would be more. He added that since they would not keep without being pickled or salted, we might as well eat them in a soup, which he promptly set about preparing.

Seeing how the discovery of the tubers had enlivened the tribesman, I guessed that the find had transformed the desert for him from hostile unknown terrain to merely unfamiliar territory.

The soup was delicious and very welcome, since none of us but Dragon had eaten since the night before. The fire, too, was a boon, because the night was cold, and it grew very dark after the sun set. Yet when I went to relieve myself at one point, I saw how vividly the fire stood out against all that darkness and I quailed at the thought of the rhenlings seeing it. Later, when I went to the lake to get some water in a bowl, I heard something in the deeper shadows beyond the lake, which was now full of glimmering darkness and stars. My heart beating uneasily, I formed a probe, but there was too much taint around for it to locate anything. I stood still for a long time, straining my ears and eyes, my skin prickling with the feeling that something was watching me.

When Dameon laid a hand on my arm, I started violently.

“I am sorry. I felt your fear,” he said. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” I said. “At least, I feel like there is something out there in the darkness, watching us. It is probably just my imagination.”

“Not necessarily,” the empath said. “This seems to be the sole source of clean water about and doubtless many small creatures come here to drink, but instead here we are with our noise and our fire.”

I heaved a sigh and shook my head at my foolishness. “You are probably right. It is some small thirsty thing longing for us to be on our way.”

We walked back to the fire together and I announced to the others that we would not leave until the moon rose, whether or not the wolves had come. We sat staring into the dying fire and listening to the soft pop and hiss of the firenuts.

“They will come,” Analivia said suddenly, and rising decisively she moved a few steps away and began to sand-scrub the bowls. She sounded more like her old self and I had no doubt this was the result of her being able to help Dragon. I had noticed true healers were always strengthened by the exercise of their calling.

“You sound very sure,” Swallow said, moving to help her, the teasing note to his voice suggesting he, too, had noticed the easing of her manner.

But she gave him a serious look that wiped the smile from his mouth, saying, “The bird would not have sent Elspeth here to die with her quest undone.”

It was true, I thought, and as if it had been awaiting the thought, the moon rose, waning now but very bright. Under it, the seemingly endless white plain glowed to life and seemed to shimmer. We all gazed at it in silence for a time; then I stood up, less swiftly than Analivia, but no less decisively. The others rose, too, and began to make their final preparations. Dragon was asleep in the travois already, as we had deemed it better for her to travel that way to begin with, but the rest of us were to ride. The horses had insisted and I had concurred, seeing that the first part of the way was largely flat.

Finally we drank our fill one last time at the lake, which Ahmedri told me he had decided to call Tear of the Moon. He seemed to be seeking my approval and when I told him I liked the name, he smiled and gave a slight bow. I realized as we mounted up and set off east that I had never seen him smile before. It made him look more like his brother, and I wondered whether it would please him to be told so.

Ahmedri insisted that we split into four groups and travel parallel as we moved east to increase our line of vision once we reached the dunes, because that would heighten our chance of seeing water or vegetation, if it were there. He placed one dog at either end, since their superior sense of smell and vision would allow them to range farther in either direction without losing touch with us, and they could see and scent far beyond their positions to the north and south.

I had acceded to all of his recommendations at once and bade him divide and dispose us as he would, for why travel with a desert dweller in the desert and ignore his knowledge and skills? Ahmedri accepted leadership smoothly, ordering Darga and Swallow to form the group that would walk farthest to the north of our line, while Analivia was to walk farthest to the south, with Gavyn and Rasial. In between, Dameon, Faraf, Gahltha, and I were to form one group while Ahmedri, Sendari, Dragon, and Falada would form the other.

The two days of rest had strengthened my arm, and though it ached from time to time and my chest still hurt when I coughed or exerted myself, the bones had begun to knit. Certainly I felt well enough to walk when the others did.

Crossing the sandy plain was easy, but once we reached the dunes, dismounted, and separated into our appointed groups, our pace slowed dramatically. The hardest thing was walking over the shifting sands. Ahmedri moved easily, as did Falada, for both had spent their lives in the desert lands, and Dameon and Faraf had spent time enough there, though not together, to have learned how to negotiate the sands. The rest of us floundered.

I tried hard to emulate Dameon’s light, gliding walk, but my feet seemed to sink deep into the sand at every step. I was soon dripping with sweat and cursing under my breath, knowing that the sweating and the exertion would force me to drink more than we could spare. Our lack of progress made me anxious that the rhenling horde would discover us. Ahmedri had prepared the few double-headed torches that remained, just in case, but we all knew they were unlikely to save us if Rasial could not rouse her soul mate’s interest in the fliers if they appeared. At least the brightness of the moon would keep the creatures at bay until dawn, but I wanted us to be as far away from the graag as possible when the sun set again and darkness fell.

Once the Blacklands and the Tear of the Moon were lost to sight, all we could see in any direction were pallid dunes that shone bone white where the moonlight touched them and cast blue-black shadows that seemed to have more substance than the dunes themselves. There was not a breath of wind all that long night we walked, keeping mostly to the undulant ridgelines so that we did not have to labor up and down the steep, soft flanks of the dunes. I was forever slithering sideways and having to scramble ignominiously back up to the ridge, clutching at my chest and resisting the urge to accept Gahltha’s offer to carry me.

It irritated me that I seemed to be the clumsiest of our party, for by the time the moon had set, both Analivia and Swallow had mastered walking on sand and Gavyn seemed from the first to have little difficulty. No doubt growing up in the Westland where there were patches of desert, he had learned to walk over shifting sands.

My only consolation, and it was a sour one, was that the Land horses and dogs liked toiling through the sand no better than I did, though even they seemed a good deal less awkward.

By the time we came together at dawn, as we had agreed to do, I was exhausted. None of us had seen or scented anything but sand and one another. We decided to rest for an hour and then continue until the hottest part of the day, when we would take refuge and eat and sleep for several hours under blanket tents Ahmedri promised to help us erect, before going on into the night.

Once we had eaten and drunk a little, I stretched out on the soft sand, yearning more than anything for a breath of wind. Ahmedri had volunteered to sit watch, saying he was not in the least weary, and Dameon had said he would sit up with the tribesman. I was glad to lie down with a cloth over my face to shade it, for I was weary from the healing process and my unwieldiness in the sand. For a time I drowsed on the edge of sleep, listening to Dameon and the tribesman talking quietly of Sador and of Kasanda; then I drifted into a light and dreamless slumber. My last thought was a brief, fervent prayer that the wolves would find us ere the next night. Then Dameon was shaking me gently saying it was time to go on.

I felt thick-headed and groggy as I pulled the cloth from my face. There was no sign of the wolves, so we split again into our groups and continued east. I was pleased to find that I seemed to have got the knack of walking on sand, and when a slight breeze began to blow toward us, my spirits lifted.

We had been walking about an hour when I made my first check, farseeking to find out if Darga had scented anything ahead other than sand. My heart leaped when he responded at once by saying that he had scented wolf. Then Rasial beastspoke me from the south to say that she could smell wolf.

“Wolf and blood,” she added in her hard, strong mindvoice.

It was more than an hour later and verging on sunset when Ahmedri spotted several forms lying at the base of a dune, half buried in the sand. All were wolves and all were dead, save for the old she-wolf, Descantra, who was unconscious and badly injured. We had come together as soon as I had relayed the news to the others.

“It was not the rhenlings,” Ahmedri said as he examined her wounds. “She was mauled by something much bigger. See the claw marks? Judging from the blood around her muzzle, it looks like she fought back. It is not hers.”

“But why didn’t whatever attacked her eat her and the others?” Swallow asked.

Ahmedri was examining the ground about the wolves, and now he looked over to me and said, “Something besides the wolves died here, but there is not enough of it left to tell what it was. There are no tracks other than those of the wolves, so I think whatever it was flew.”

“If the other wolves killed and devoured whatever it was that attacked them, why would they then leave the old she-wolf alive?” I asked. “If she was too badly hurt to walk, Rheagor would have killed her as he did the wolves that were hurt in the graag.”

Swallow said, “Maybe there was more than one of whatever attacked them, and the pack killed one but were driven off by the rest. They might have thought the old she-wolf was dead.”

Somehow I doubted the pack leader would leave that to chance, but I only said, “We will know more when she wakes and can tell us what has been happening. In the meantime let us shift Dragon and Maruman over and put her on the travois.”

“No,” Analivia said. “She is badly hurt and if we move her now, she will die. It is almost dark. Let us stop here and light a fire so that I can treat her.”

“All right,” I said. “We will make this our main stop for the night. It will give the other wolves a chance to find us if they are scattered.”

“What if there are more of the beasts that killed the wolves?” Swallow asked.

“Then we will probably be safer to stop and light a fire,” I said firmly. But when I looked out into the gathering darkness, I found myself remembering the guttural growl we had heard before entering the pipe and the enormous dark thing that I had glimpsed moving over the wall of the canyon and the eerie feeling of being watched when I was at the lake.

The tribesman showed Swallow and me how to tie ropes to the corners of a blanket and how to use the packs to anchor the other end before angling it so that it would serve as protection against the wind, which had strengthened just enough to lift the sand. It had grown colder, too, and the fire he lit was as welcome for its warmth as for its light. The tribesman boiled a little pot of water so that he and Analivia could tend the she-wolf, and he suggested the rest of us drink sparingly but eat nothing since eating would require us to drink more.

When he and Analivia had done all they could for the wolf, they said nothing, but I saw by their grim expressions that neither of them had much hope that Descantra would live.

“She is too badly injured,” the tribesman said in a low voice when I asked him how she fared. “I doubt she will wake ere the end, poor beast.”

Darga offered to sit with the she-wolf so that he might speak with her if she woke, but I asked Rasial if she and Gavyn would watch over her. Darius had wanted these two close by when he had been trying to heal the twins, and it was my hope that, somehow, they would find a way to help the wolf’s spirit, which would render her flesh more willing to heal. I was determined that she would wake and tell us what had happened to her. I could not believe that we had found her only to see her die.

The possibility that we would be attacked in these dark hours, either by a horde of rhenlings or by whatever had slain the wolves, was in all of our minds, and no one argued when Swallow suggested we keep our swords and knives to hand.

Analivia’s eyes lit up when I brought out the bow and the quiver of arrows gifted me by the Futuretell guildmistress, thinking they might serve us better if whatever had attacked the wolves had wings. I asked her bluntly if she had any skill with the weapon and she answered with some pride that her mother had been a bowyer before she bonded with Radost and had taught her to make and use the bow. She had more skill at it than anything else, she added.

Remembering her deadly accuracy with a knife, I handed her the bow and told her it was hers. “My skill is indifferent at best,” I said when she began to protest, but she answered that even a fool could see it was an exquisite and costly thing.

“Perhaps our lives are more exquisite than a bow,” Swallow said gently, and he closed her hands around it and patted them.

She looked a little stunned, but she tore her eyes from him and thanked me gruffly, saying she would find a gift of equal value for me. Despite everything, the absurdity of her vow, given where we were and where we were going, lightened my unease.

I stretched out and dozed without ever falling deeply asleep, for I kept imagining I could hear something moving around in the darkness beyond the reach of the firelight. Finally, I gave up and rose to check on Dragon, who had slept most of the day, though she had woken to drink whenever we stopped. Maruman now lay curled against her chest, and seeing him thus, my heart ached, for despite the fact that he seemed to need no food or water when he went seliga, he was visibly thinner.

I reached out to stroke him and willed him to return from whatever strange realm he had entered, but he did not stir.

I shifted my gaze to Dragon, thinking that, despite the fading bruises and cuts and her thinness, she definitely looked older than she had in the mountains. It was as if putting the pieces of herself together had allowed her to grow to her proper age. Before, she had always seemed a child to me, though she had come to Obernewtyn at little less than the age I had been when I arrived in the mountains.

Perhaps that was why it had shocked me to hear Dragon say that Matthew had kissed her after she used her Talent to protect Obernewtyn. It had surely only been a burst of elation that had made him do it, and no doubt the farseeker had been horrified and shamed to find he had kissed a child who had afterward become smitten with him. Perhaps that was what had made him so cruel to her.

I wondered if I would tell her of his remorse and his attempts to prepare her people for her in the Red Land. Yet what was the use of speaking about the Red Land when I could not imagine how we would ever get there? Indeed, it seemed more and more likely that the clue I was meant to find merely referred to something in Dragon’s memory rather than in the Red Land and that Sentinel lay somewhere ahead of us, perhaps in the very city that was our immediate destination.

Yet the Destroyer had gone to the Red Land.

A movement caught my eye and I turned to see Dameon stirring something in a small, blackened pot. There was no sign of Ahmedri, whom I guessed had gone to relieve himself. Sensing my attention, Dameon turned his head toward me and smiled, explaining in a low voice that the tribesman had given him the somewhat tedious task of kneading a ball of herbs and spiceweed. The trouble was that it needed stirring hour after hour to produce the consistency that would allow us to chew it.

“I thought he said we were better not to eat?” I said.

“It is something that he says will dull our thirst and stop our mouths drying out as well as allowing us to walk longer.”

“Why don’t you let me stir while I keep watch,” I offered.

“I cannot let you do one of the few things a blind man can do,” he said with an unexpected tinge of bitterness.

“I think there are many things you do well, not the least of which is walking in this wretched sand,” I said. “And was it not you who led us in the graag?”

That made him smile and he said less grimly that he might as well stir until he was sleepy. We talked for a time about Dragon and Atthis and then I told him of the part Maruman and Gahltha had played in my quest. He confessed that he was not much surprised, for they had always seemed devoted to me. Ahmedri returned to say he had been speaking with Falada, and he had a mind to range ahead now that the moon was on the verge of rising.

“The she-wolf is still too weak to move yet and I can travel faster on Falada if we are alone,” he said. “I will look for the sort of growth that tells of ground water and for this path of stone trees. I might even find the other wolves.”

“You will be alone if something attacks,” I said.

In answer, the tribesman gave me a wolfish grin and said, “Then it will find I have teeth. Two great iron fangs.” He patted the sheaths at his hips where he kept his two short swords. Then he sobered and added that he had asked Darga to accompany him. “His nose will do better than mine in detecting anything but sand.”

“Which way will you go?” Dameon asked, sensing my acceptance almost before I was aware of it.

“East for an hour, then north for an hour before turning back, unless Darga scents something,” he answered. “Even then, we will travel no more than another hour before turning back. That means the longest I will be away is four hours.”

The tribesman took two full gourd bottles of water, a handful of the lichen for Falada, a biscuit for Darga, and a blanket; then the threesome set off, the tribesman riding and Darga following. I went with them to the top of the dune beside our camp to bid them farewell and told the tribesman that I would come up again to farseek him after an hour to see if he had found anything.

“Wait for me no more than six hours, if you hear nothing,” he said before he departed. “After that, you must go on.”

I stood watching him and the beasts’ departing backs until Rasial beastspoke me to come, for the she-wolf was waking. I scrambled down the dune to find Gavyn standing over Descantra. Without a word or glance at me, Gavyn turned and climbed the dune to vanish out of sight in the direction that the tribesman had taken.

“Rasial, go after him,” I sent, uneasy with the thought of the boy wandering off.

I dropped to my knees beside the old she-wolf. Her eyes were open and when they fixed on me, they blazed with loathing. “Dinrai,” she snarled, her mindvoice scything painfully into my mind.

“Descantra,” I said. “Tell me what happened to you. Why did Rheagor leave you?”

She seemed not to hear me. “Tha did send tha najulkit to this one’s spirit, dinrai. This one will tear out tha throat, for by its touch this one do now be najulk.”

Rasial and Gavyn must have done something to bring the old she-wolf to wakefulness, I realized. “I did not send them to help you,” I said, and some impulse made me put stone into my voice. “Why did Rheagor leave you? Was it because you betrayed him again?”

The old wolf bared her teeth feebly, but she was too weak to do more. “This one knows not why the pack leader did leave, dinrai. A beast did rise up from the sand in the midst of the pack and slay a wolf. The pack did catch it and tear it to pieces but two more wolves be injured. Rheagor did send them to run in the nightlands but this one he did leave to die.” There was such anguish in her voice that I had to fight to keep pity from my mindvoice.

“Maybe he did not realize you were alive,” I said.

“The pack leader did know it,” she sent bitterly. “He did say, ‘Live and learn, tha sisterblood.’ Then the pack did leave.”

“It is hard to believe this,” I sent, genuinely baffled by her short brutal tale, for Rheagor had shown that he was capable of savagery, but he had not been brutal or meaninglessly cruel.

“If tha would atone for the harm tha dinrai brother did to this one and Gobor One Ear and Sharna, then do take tha metal tooth and send this one to the nightlands,” Descantra sent. Her voice was icy with contempt and bitterness but there was desperation, too.

“There is something I need to know, Descantra,” I sent, keeping my tone cool. “You spoke the name Sharna just now and your brother Gobor spoke it, too, in the mountains. I, too, knew a Sharna.” I summoned a mental picture of the dog Sharna romping with me in one of the orchards on the farms at Obernewtyn and then lying sprawled in the sun, panting.

Descantra sneered. “That be a stinking dog.”

“Yes,” I said, and now the coldness in my mindvoice was not feigned. “That stinking dog was the son of the she-dog that freed you and Gobor One Ear when the dinrai caged you and that you and your precious brother left for dead. I do not know why she named her son after the brother of her betrayers, for my Sharna was loyal and steadfast unto death.”

I sensed the she-wolf’s shock. “She that freed us did die.”

“She did not. The dinrai let her live, not knowing that she had freed you. When she recovered, she ran away from Obernewtyn and never returned, though her son did. I do not know why. Look again at Sharna and you will see in his face she whom you left for dead.” Again I showed her Sharna.

There was a long, long silence; then Descantra said heavily, “This one does see more than tha does know. Maybe it be that the pack leader did see this moment seliga, for he did say live and learn.”

I did not understand what she meant, but before I could ask her to explain, she went on to say gravely, “Tha did say tha Sharna did be steadfast unto his death. How did that one die?”

“That is the hardest thing of all to bear,” I said, and my own grief made me cruel. “He died protecting me from the very dinrai that captured and tortured you and Gobor One Ear because he was my friend and because he saw the importance of my quest, even as your own pack leader did. Though maybe Rheagor is as faithless as you and your brother, for he said that he would return at dusk two days past, and he did not come.”

Instead of speaking, Descantra sent me a picture of a young male wolf with a pelt of smoke-gray streaks against a mist-gray background and darker gray about the eyes and paws. He was frolicking with some younger cubs, and there followed a series of images showing Ariel luring the gray wolf closer and then netting the cubs before he clubbed and caged them. The young male he slew when it tried to attack, and suddenly I remembered what Descantra had said of Sharna back in the mountains.

“He was the reason you were taken!” I said, aghast. “Your Sharna was the one the dinrai lured first and the others followed him into the trap.”

“That one did be older than us but he be cursed with curiosity beyond any other wolf before or since,” Descantra sent softly, and all at once I regretted my harshness. “He did go seliga and see things about tha brethren that did fascinate him. It be hunger to know more that made that one go to the dinrai.”

“You must have mentioned his name to the she-dog and later she gave it to her pup,” I sent, trying to make sense of the differing threads of the tale.

Descantra was silent for a long time; then she sent, “The she-dog did have great courage and she did free us. These ones did not abandon that one. That she did live and name her son Sharna … that do be hard to hear.”

It was hard, and it explained so much. I quashed pity and sought for words that would rouse her will to live. “Perhaps you should reconsider your decision to die,” I sent quietly. “For it seems that it is you, and not I, who must atone for the past.”

“Elspeth!”

It was Swallow’s voice, and only when I turned to see him wrestling with a flapping blanket end that had come untied did I become aware that the wind had grown strong enough to threaten to dislodge our makeshift tents. I had been so caught up in the old wolf’s tale that I had not even noticed how dark it had become. I leaped to my feet and ran to help him, and together we managed to secure the end again. There was so much sand in the wind that it was hard to see or breathe.

“We need to flatten the blankets further so they will offer less resistance to the wind,” Swallow shouted. It was only after we had retied all of the blanket ends and tucked them under the heavy packs to prevent the wind getting its fingers in that I remembered Ahmedri had gone off with Darga and Falada. Shouting to make myself heard over the wind, which seemed to be growing stronger by the second, I bade Swallow and Analivia get the horses in under the blankets; then I floundered up the dune to farsend to Ahmedri.

At the top, the full force of the wind almost threw me back down again, but I leaned hard into it, squinting, and then gaped to see that the whole sky to the south and west was as black as night.

Glad it was not raining, I flung a probe out to locate Ahmedri.

The tribesman responded with ardent relief. “I feared you would not see the storm coming until it was too late. You must secure the blankets and get everyone under them. Use your bodies to hold them if you must, and stay under cover until the storm passes.”

“Aren’t you coming back?”

“We are not so far away but we would not make it back before the storm hits,” he said. “Even now I am making my own preparations. We will return when it is over. Go now and prepare. It is almost upon you.”

“What about you?”

“I can take care of myself. Now go!”

I turned to obey and then realized with despair that Gavyn and Rasial were missing. I remembered that the boy had climbed up the dune right after Descantra woke, and I had sent Rasial after him. I sent out a probe attuned to the white dog, but it would not locate. Indeed they might very well have retreated to the base of a dune to get out of the wind, in which case it would be as impossible to reach them through sand as through solid earth. I farsought Ahmedri to tell him that the boy and the dog had come after him, but he said he had not seen them and that there was nothing either of us could do to help them now. He promised to keep an eye out for them, then bade me go and take shelter before it was too late.

By now, the wind was lifting great sheets of sand from the crest of every dune and I was glad to retreat down the dune and under the blankets. The others were struggling to tie them down, and since it was now impossible to talk over the screaming of the wind, I farsought them to tell them Ahmedri’s instructions. Gahltha immediately suggested that the blankets be tied to him and to the other horses to anchor them. I passed this on to the others, and though it was hard to manage in the dark, shutting our mouths and eyes against the scouring wind, finally we had the last blanket secured. All of the blankets were flapping wildly and the air was full of dust, but we were protected from the worst of the sand.

The horses were arranged around the rest of us in a horseshoe shape, with Dragon, Maruman, and Descantra at the protected end; Dameon in the middle; and Analivia, Swallow, and me huddled at the open end, which was weighted down with all of the packs. It was hard to breathe, but all I could think of were the others, who had no blankets to block out the choking sand.

Then the storm hit us with a hissing hum as if a million sand grains brushed against one another. In an eyeblink, it went from dark to pitch-black and then the cloth began to be weighed down by sand. After a time the air grew foul, but there was nothing to be done about it, for if we opened a gap, the wind would use it to tear our thin refuge away. We were all terribly thirsty, but it was impossible to find the water bottles without dislodging the packs. Dameon managed to press us little saplike balls of the dark stuff that Ahmedri had him stirring for hours, shouting to us not to swallow them else we would be sick. The bitterness of them took my breath away, but then my mouth grew numb and the thirst that had been tormenting me became bearable.

I willed the storm to end, but it did not. Finally we had to open our makeshift tent to let in fresh air. Immediately, choking sand swept in, but Swallow, Analivia, and I kept a grim hold on the blanket and were able to wrestle it down to the ground and lie along it to close the gap, and once the dust had settled, the air was sweeter.

Truly it was not like a storm but like some sort of mad shrieking wind monster that tried for hours to tear the covers from us. It went on and on and I began to imagine I heard voices calling to me, begging me, cursing me. Incredibly, I slept for a time. I dreamed the H’rayka was the storm, harrying and attacking, but Gahltha and Maruman were flanking me in spirit-form and they fought the mindless beast, driving it back.

I woke to silence, or maybe it was the silence that woke me. I felt a moment of panic at the weight on my chest but it was only cloth lying over me in folds weighed down with sand. The silence meant the storm was ended, and when I fought my way free of the blanket, I was shocked to see the night sky arcing above, filled with stars. Was it possible that a whole day had been devoured by the storm? Or was it that we had all fallen into such a stunned sleep that we had not noticed when the storm ended?

That there was no moon meant that it was early in the night, I thought as I stood up. I felt dizzy. My tongue was a wad of dried cloth in my mouth and I could feel sand between my teeth, in the corners of my eyes, and clogging my nostrils and ears. Belatedly I realized with a sinking feeling that the bitter little ball Dameon had given me was no longer lodged in my cheek. I fervently hoped that I had not swallowed it.

“Elspeth?” It was Dameon and I helped him out of his sandy chrysalis.

“I am … sorry,” he rasped, after trying and failing to stand.

“Just rest for a bit and then we will wake the others. I just want to go to the top of the dune and see if I can reach Ahmedri or Rasial.”

“Be careful,” he said.

I laughed despite everything. “Dear Dameon, I doubt anything could be more dreadful than the great storm beast that tried to devour us!”

I floundered up the side of the dune. Once again, the desert stretched pale and tranquilly undulant on all sides, showing no evidence of the fury unleashed upon it the day before.

I tried to locate Ahmedri first, and then Rasial, but to no avail in either case. On impulse, I tried the wolves, too, though I knew I would not be able to reach Rheagor’s mind unless he was seeking mine. Of course I failed, but it might only mean that all of them were lying at the bottom of dunes where my probe would not reach.

I was about to go back down to the camp when I noticed something protruding from the side of the next dune. It was a dark shape rising up to about thigh height from the sand. I hurried over to find that it was the top of one of the Beforetime stone poles that stood here and there about the Land and whose purpose no one had ever clearly been able to fathom. Like some of the tallest in the land, this one had cross posts jutting from the sides, and it occurred to me that most of it was probably buried inside the dune. Then it struck me that this, if exposed to its base, might be the very thing that Rheagor’s ancestor had taken for a stone tree. If I was right, and I was suddenly certain I was, we had only to find another pole to be able to work out in which direction the city lay.

I squinted and ran my eyes over the dunes beyond the one I was on, and then my heart leaped, for sure enough, the sandstorm had uncovered the top of another post, two dunes away. I made my way across to it, noting that the two together pointed more directly north than northeast, which meant Ahmedri had gone the wrong way.

I turned to go back and tell the others what I had found, only to be confronted by a tall, broad-shouldered man wearing a silver safesuit and some sort of large silver helmet that hid his face.

An efari, I thought, seconds before there was a flash of light from his head and then something thudded into my body.

I fell into unconsciousness like an arrowed bird.
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MY MIND DRIFTED as aimless as a ship without master or tiller.

I dreamed of Ahmedri walking over moonlit dunes with Darga, but there was no sign of Rasial or Gavyn. The dream slipped silkily away and I seemed to float down and down.

I dreamed of a wolf padding along a black road through a Beforetime city. Rising up on either side of the road were the same high square towers as in drowned Newrome under Tor, but instead of the walls being broken and crumbled away to expose the rusted metal frame underneath, many sections of the towers stood sharply intact, and where the wall had crumbled, the metal bones gleamed silver, reflecting the light of a fingernail moon.

The city was abandoned. Streets and buildings were deserted, and the black roads were covered here and there in white sand that had run up against the sides of walls in bleached mounds. Tumbleweeds rolled unchecked along paths where a sparse fringe of dun-colored saltweed grew up through a multitude of small cracks.

Beyond the city, I saw a plain shining white in the moonlight.

I saw Maruman leap onto a large Beforetime machine sitting on the side of the black road. Parts of it were rotted to black lace but I guessed by its shape and position at the side of the road that it was one of the machines the Beforetimers had used to ride along the ground. Horseless carriages, as Garth named them.

Sitting neatly atop the immobile hulk, the old cat looked utterly at home in the deserted city lit by its many reflected moons, yet his ears pricked and twitched and his eye was dark and there was an alertness to his bearing that told me he was in the midst of stalking something.

But what? I wondered as the dream slipped away, and once again I floated in the vast darkness. I could not find the levels of my own mind. I did not know which way was up or down. A great heavy stupidity seemed to possess me.

I drifted down, deeper than I had ever gone, and yet there was no mindstream. I tried to rise, but a great hand seemed to press me gently but inexorably down into a void of shadows. I grew afraid at the realization of my powerlessness, but I could do nothing to fight it. I thought of the spirit-force I had for so long feared as a murderous power that had taken up residence in me.

It is part of you, Rushton had told me just before I chained my secrets in the great inner vault that was his Talent. To pretend it is not is as foolish as binding your eyes and pretending to be blind.

Rushton, I thought with a surge of grief and longing so potent that it disrupted the dreadful downward drift.

Then I was lying on my back beside a greatship driven up onto a sandy shore. The mast was broken and the sails hung in tatters. People stood around me talking.

“There had better be water here or we’re done for, even if the storm did spit us out,” said one. I recognized the voice of the seaman Reuvan. Above him the sky was the color of tarnished metal streaked with sickly yellow.

“Can’t you help him?” someone asked. “He won’t last much longer like this.”

“He has lasted longer than I thought he would, but we need to gan the heat out of him,” said someone else. A woman?

“Dunk him in the waves and ye might as well drown him in this state,” said a man. “His heart won’t take it.”

“He’s awake,” said another voice. “Surely that’s a good sign.”

“He is not truly awake, poor lad,” said another voice I knew—Gwynedd, who was high chieftain of the Westland and king of the Norselands.

“Rushton has survived a lot worse than this bitty storm an’ a wee flux,” said Brydda Llewellyn stoutly, but when he leaned over me, his face was haggard with weariness and worry.

I am inside Rushton again, I thought, and then my heart leaped, for if that were so, then this was no mere dream! He lived.

“The trouble is he was sick and then the storm came,” said Gwynedd. “One or the other he might have managed.”

“He nivver says owt but Elspeth,” said an older man. “Who’s that I’d like to ken.”

There was a profound silence.

“That is the woman he loves,” said Brydda at last. “Elspeth Gordie. Guildmistress of the farseekers of Obernewtyn Shire, and a stronger woman I never met. If she were here, she would nowt let him slip away. Once before, he near died and she held on to him and forbade it and he lived.”

“Ask me an’ I’ll tell ye he dinna hold to life because she dinna be here,” said the old man. “Ye ken he asked her to bond and she left him, or so his ravings’d have it.”

Another silence, then Brydda growled, “A man’s ravings ought not to be spoken of, and the way I heard it, she left only because there was a task she had to do. A matter touching on many lives.”

I have to help him, I thought, fighting the stupor that sapped my will by imagining the black sword. This time, I felt its weight. Gathering myself, I summoned it into me more strongly than I had ever dared to do before. It was as if I had swallowed a hive of dark, furious bees. I rose up from Rushton’s body and felt the steady muscular beat of the wings of my spirit-form as the world of matter faded into vague shapes and silence. I lifted my hands to look at them. They were greenish white, though I had no memory of creating a spirit-form or of transferring my consciousness to it.

The black sword is me, I thought, just as Rushton said.

“Sometimes even funaga speak wisely,” said Maruman. “Maybe that is why Marumanyelloweyes troubled to hold him to life.” The cat stood before me in his greatcat spirit-form of gold slashed with black. His long snaky tail lashed and his two eyes flashed, one gold and one diamond bright and white, glittering fiercely. Now it is up to ElspethInnle, he said, and vanished.

I looked down at the dull brown form that was Rushton’s body and saw the red and sickly green streaks in the spirit-form overlaying it. I thought of the golden link that bound us, and as if the thought had summoned it, the link showed itself to my eyes, shining bright as sunlight on waves. I put my hand into it and felt the hot red ravenous heat of Rushton’s sickness shot through with a longing for me so great that even as I willed myself into him, he was drawing me to him.

Then I was standing on a silent seashore. It was dark and very quiet save for the soft whisper of the waves against my feet. There was no moon and the stars overhead were none I knew, but the sea itself was alive with phosphorescence.

I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to see Rushton.

“My love,” he said, and took me in his arms.

Oh, the joy and wonder of that embrace. I breathed deep, smelling his warm body, relishing the feel of his hard, muscular arms wrapped so tightly around me. Never let me go, I thought, but I said, “You are ill.”

He only kissed me. His lips were on my brow, on my cheeks, on my neck, and finally, hungrily, on my mouth. At last, he said, “I will die content holding you, for though this be but a dream, it is a sweeter dream than life without you.”

I drew back from him and looked up into his face. “This is no dream, my love. I am real. We are linked whether we are together or apart. I am here because of that link. Only if you die will the link be severed. Live, for me, my love. Draw on that which binds us and live. For if you live, I can endure. I can do what I must do no matter where it leads me. Because I will know you are in the world.”

“Elspeth, you are fading,” Rushton said urgently. His face grew grim and desperate. “I will not let you go again.”

“Then hold to life, my ravek,” I sent, even as I slipped from his grasp into the darkness. For a moment I was lost in the shadow sea, and once again I felt the inexorable hand pressing me down ever deeper, but I fought it for the sake of the quest I must complete and for the sake of all I loved.

And I rose.
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