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Far Father






Chapter 1







On a summer evening, when the last light of the sun still lingered over the western ocean, a woman on watch upon the walls of Habaddon caught sight of two riders emerging from the forest. They came slowly, as men will do when they want to bring their horses cool into the stable. Their dog ran ahead to greet the farm dogs guarding the fields of wheat and barley.






“It is Uleál and Bennek,” the sentry called to her captain, and word was sent to Jahallon.



Bennek had been one and a half years in Jahallon’s service. He was seventeen now—Marshal’s age, when Bennek had last seen his brother. Not a day went by when he didn’t think of Marshal, and of Kit and Lanyon, and Pantheren and Jakurian, too. But Lanyon had left the world, and no news of the others had ever come out of the north.



Bennek still longed to go after them, but the way north was impassable. No matter the number of arowl slain by Habaddon’s warriors, more came ravening out of Nendaganon to reinforce the hordes already loose in Samokea.



In the first year of Bennek’s service, the army had crossed the Glycian on a floating bridge made by the artisans of Habaddon. At Jahallon’s command, Bennek had directed the movement of companies up and down the riverfront. At the same time, he had worked to beguile the arowl, at turns summoning them into fury or sending them howling away in panic. By such means, he had controlled the pace and direction of battle, enabling the army to clear the forest. They had secured the territory with a line of stockades constructed where the trees gave way to grassland.



But Jahallon did not dare to push farther into Samokea. Day after day, season after season, the arowl came south in numbers never seen before. The Long War had become a fiercely-fought stalemate—with Édan the only winner. Jahallon could not bring war against the sorcerer when all his men were needed in the defense of the Protected Lands.



Yet Jahallon saw success in the very passion of Siddél’s assault. “We must not confuse Siddél’s fury with strength,” he told his captains. “The monster puts all his strength against Habaddon, determined to keep Samokea for himself, against the day the talisman returns. But Siddél’s strength is less than it was. He suffers from arrow wounds that will not heal, and our many prayers for his demise surely weigh on him. He is afraid—because not even the great spirit of storm can rage forever without cease. Soon now, soon, all this will change.”



Bennek did not doubt some great change was upon them. For days, as he accompanied Uleál on an inspection of the stockades, trepidation had been growing in his heart. All had appeared in good order, with each attempted incursion of the arowl crushed by a fierce defense, and still he felt unnerved, as if he’d been visited by a premonition too dreadful to remember.



Riding beside Uleál in the twilight, Bennek looked ahead to Habaddon. The city’s dark walls stood high against a deep purple sky, the prayer flags flying bravely above them. Stars shone out overhead and crickets sang amid the wheat. But ominous dark clouds had gathered over Samokea, and the north wind smelled of rain.



“I fear this storm,” Bennek said softly.



Uleál turned to him, his lined face shadowed by twilight. “Is there something more to it than rough weather?”



“Not that I can see. Yet we face some great tipping point. I sense it. Though what shape it will take I cannot say.”



At the city gate, they exchanged soft greetings with the guards, then rode on to the stable, where two young girls took their horses. Bennek went home to Mari’s house, while Uleál went to find his wife in the rooms they shared within the keep.



Mari had received word of his homecoming. She had a bath ready. But Bennek had only just slipped into the delicious hot water when word came from Jahallon that he should come to the keep. He dressed quickly in the tunic and pants and soft boots Mari laid out for him. It had been more than half a year since he’d persuaded her to cut off his long hair. He kept it cropped close to his head in the style of Jahallon, Uleál, and Pantheren. Easier to care for that way. In little more than a minute, he was ready to go.



Mari met him in the courtyard with a loaf of freshly baked bread. “Jahallon will feed you more,” she assured him, with a kiss on the cheek to send him off.



He turned to go, but then Anjella stepped out of the kitchen, with her baby on her hip. Melanni was ever a wonder to Bennek, for she looked nothing at all like him, and only a little like Anjella. Mostly, she resembled Anjella’s oldest son, Teller, who was said to look exactly like his father, killed in battle years ago.



Bennek went to see the baby. He blew in Melanni’s ear and kissed her cheek, making her laugh. “May I hold her?”



“You have to go.”



“A moment only.”



He cuddled the baby, while Melanni patted his face with her warm little hands.



Anjella watched them together. “You are melancholy, and that is not like you. Is there some dreadful news?”



“No, there is no news, only a dread I cannot explain.”



“A sense that something comes?” she asked him in a whisper.



Bennek looked into her eyes, saw the fear there, and knew she had sensed the same thing. “It’s something I cannot name and do not wish to face.”



Anjella gazed at Melanni, so happy in Bennek’s arms. “I fear that all we know will soon change.” She looked away, shaking her head. “Oh, Bennek, do not listen to me. Do not lose heart.” She took the baby back. “Go. Jahallon is waiting.”





◆





The first drops of rain began to fall as Bennek reached the keep. Many of Jahallon’s captains arrived there at the same time, Bahir among them. As they ascended the stairs, he asked Bennek, “What news have you brought from the Glycian to prompt this sudden council?”






Bennek shook his head. “Sir, I don’t know. The fighting goes on as it has this past year. Nothing is changed. Not yet.”



Candles and oil lamps lit the council room, assisted by the glow of low flames on the hearth. Jahallon stood beside the fire, in quiet conversation with two of the women who oversaw the provisioning of the men in the field. With them was Uleál, unwashed and unchanged, still smelling of sweat and horses.



As Bennek crossed the room, Uleál gave him a nod and a reassuring smile, as if to say, It’s all right.



But things were not all right. Bennek heard the rain outside, falling harder now. The sound of it only fed his sense of foreboding. He crossed to the far side of the hearth. His accustomed station during these gatherings was a cushioned armchair beside the wall. But he did not sit down, choosing to stand instead with arms crossed, awaiting Jahallon’s direction, while the captains took seats around the long table.



When all were settled, Jahallon left the hearth, taking his place at the head of the table. He looked at his captains in satisfaction and announced, “I have good news. We are no longer alone in our battle with Siddél. Our emissaries in Hallah have told the story of the talisman, and of the hard fighting that has fallen to us since Édan was discovered again in the world. Today, news has come that some nine hundred warriors of Hallah are even now riding north, to set their strength of arms beside our own.”



Good news, indeed! A glance around the table assured Bennek that the captains all shared his surprise.



Warriors from Hallah were not unknown—a few came to Habaddon every year, some out of curiosity and some to test their mettle on the battlefield—but never before had Hallah sent an army north.



“Can there be nine hundred men in Hallah who know how to fight?” Bahir wondered.



Uleál answered him, “If they do not know, they will learn.”



Jahallon’s eyes narrowed. “I believe Siddél is already aware of this new force—and that it does not please him.”



This drew grim laughter from the men, but not from Bennek. Despite the news, there was no laughter in him.



As if sensing this, Jahallon turned to him, saying, “Dread flows out of the north. Fear takes root in our hearts.”



So it was real, and Jahallon felt it too. But then came a warning, “Do not heed it, Bennek. It is a conjuring of Siddél.”



Turning back to his captains, he repeated this admonition, “Do not heed it.”



The men nodded, answering in loose chorus: “We stand with you, Jahallon! We stand firm.”



Only Bennek remained silent, doubtful. This dread felt deeper, finer, than anything the blustering Inyomere could conjure. But he said nothing, not yet, not here in this company.



Jahallon resumed speaking. “Siddél will expect these new forces to be arrayed against him, and he will sweep down upon us in redoubled wrath—but he does not understand my heart. The time has come to engage Édan. At last we will have men enough to do it.”



An uneasy pause, filled by the sound of falling rain and the crackling of the fire. Bennek wondered: Was this what he’d been dreading? War, not with the arowl, but with other people.



The silence of the captains reflected the weight of this decision. Only after several seconds did they nod and murmur their approval. No one cheered.



“We will divert the warriors of Hallah,” Jahallon told them. “Three of you will go forth tonight. You will seek out our friends from Hallah and lead them east through Fathalia, and if need be into Ohtangia, making a threat of force against Édan.



“Hear me carefully when I say a threat of force. It is not my intention to sacrifice Hallah to Édan’s witchcraft. He will see our numbers and know he cannot win, and he will flee. He will be forced into the open, where we will meet him. He will be caught between Habaddon and Hallah and he will surely fall.



“Never before have the people warred against the people. It is our burden that we must be the first. We must engage Édan. We must bring him down, for our own defense, but also in defense of my far daughter, Lanyon Kyramanthes. Édan must be gone from the field when she finally returns. We cannot allow him to interfere with the talisman again.”



Ah, so this war was to be waged in defense of Lanyon. Bennek was pleased to hear it, and still, Anjella’s words came back to him: I fear that all we know will soon change.



He could not yet see what form that change would take. He wondered if Jahallon knew—and suspected that he did.



The captains asked questions. A discussion commenced. Bennek tried to follow the details. Jahallon expected him to know and understand the tactics they would use—but he was weary. He’d been in the field for days and in the saddle since before the sun rose. When all the words began to blur, he sat down.



Those captains selected to rendezvous with the men of Hallah said their farewells. They would gather their companies and ride out that night.



Jahallon addressed the others, telling them, “Prepare your men. We will leave an hour after sunrise—whether we see the sun or not.”



Bennek did not remember any sense of sleep stealing over him. But some time must have passed, because when he woke with a start, only Jahallon remained in the council room, engrossed in a parchment spread out on the table. He studied it by the light of a single candle. The lamps and all the other candles had been put out. A dull roar filled the room, the sound of heavy rain pounding against the roof and the battlement.



Bennek straightened. A flush warmed his cheeks. “Sir, I did not mean to sleep. I—”



The single candle guttered and went out, as if extinguished by a stray draft—but the air in the council room was still.



In the ruddy light of the low-burning fire, Bennek saw Jahallon eyeing the thread of smoke curling up from the blackened wick. Then the fire guttered too. Its light went out. And Bennek could see nothing. Darkness had flooded the room. An impenetrable, willful Darkness. Bennek did not dare to move or to speak.



Jahallon, though, did not share his alarm. He greeted the Darkness with a soft, skeptical laugh and spoke to it with familiarity. “Here you are again. Have you come once more at the bidding of Jamu-karizen?”



“I come with a warning,” the Darkness answered, in a voice so low it vibrated in Bennek’s bones. “Siddél is desperate. His strength fails him, and he has become afraid.”



Jahallon answered with satisfaction. “I know it. His dread taints the very air. The monster senses what many have sensed . . . this dark presence, looming in the Mere. The talisman returns to us.”



“It comes,” the Darkness agreed.



Jahallon asked, “How soon?”



“You may not live to see it,” the Inyomere warned. “Long ago, Siddél spoke his curse against you. It was his will that you should endure the grief of countless years and that finally you should stand alone, as the last of the people within the Wild.



“But Siddél’s fear has grown stronger than his hate. He rues the spell that holds open the gateway through which your life flows. He has sworn to unbind it when next he meets you . . . and when next he comes upon Édan.”



Another soft laugh from Jahallon. “It has always been in my mind that Siddél would call back his curse if I hurt him deeply. You have not taken me by surprise.”



“Jamu-karizen says if you flee now into the south you may live on for some long time.”



“If it was my will to flee, I would have gone long since. I will stay.”



The pressure of the Darkness eased. The fire flickered again, and by its ruddy light Jahallon struck a flint and lit the candle.



Bennek stirred uncertainly, feeling as if he’d been held in the grip of a spell. “Sir—”



“The night is nearly gone,” Jahallon said. “Return now to Mari’s house. There is only a little time to prepare.”



“But, sir! You have spoken to the Darkness. Will you not heed his warning?”



“It was not a warning, Bennek. It was a test of my resolve.”



“Then you don’t believe Siddél will unbind his curse?”



“I do believe it. I have long believed it. Did I not just say so?”



“Sir, you did,” Bennek admitted.



The candlelight did little to soften Jahallon’s stern gaze. “Do not be afraid. Even for Siddél, releasing such a curse will not be an easy thing to do. He must find me first. He must descend upon me . . . and that is always a danger for him.”



“Yes, sir.”



“Bennek, say nothing of what you heard tonight. Do not give the men cause for fear.”



“I will say nothing of it . . . but, sir, what did you mean when you said the talisman is coming? Have you sensed Lanyon’s return? Is it time?”



Jahallon nodded. “It will not be long. The talisman has set a dark gyre turning within the Mere. Siddél feels his fate unraveling in its current. Édan must sense it too.”



“We will defeat Édan, sir, just as you said.”



“That we will. Now go, and prepare.”





◆





Anjella was awake when he returned to the house. She met him at the courtyard gate, Kina at her side. “What news?”






“The army is to set out an hour after sunrise.”



She held a candle for him as he packed his gear and prepared his weapons. There had not been time to wash his things, but Mari brought him a fresh shirt and trousers, and brushed his coat clean. It all took but a few minutes.



“Come to the kitchen and eat,” Mari said.



It was quiet, with the children still asleep. Anjella sat at the table, watching in silence while Mari served Bennek breakfast enough for three men, with another generous portion for Kina.



Then Mari and Anjella went with him to the courtyard gate. A lantern hung on a post, and in its soft light Bennek saw tears in Mari’s eyes. She hugged him and kissed his cheeks. “Know that I count you among my own children, Bennek, my dear. Take care. Take care.” She could say no more.



Anjella’s eyes shone too. “I do not know if I shall see you again, Bennek. Your path is strange, and haunted, but it is not all dark.”



His heart skipped. “So you think I will not return?”



“No, it is just that I cannot see that far.” She kissed his mouth. Then she let him go. Yet as he started to turn away, she reached for him one more time. “Remember the fire spell.”



Bennek nodded. Then he said goodbye to them, and with Kina at his side, he hurried off through wind and rain, returning to the keep, to await Jahallon.









Chapter 2







Luven looked out past the flap of a makeshift tent onto a rain-soaked twilight. Just enough light remained for her to make out the gentle, grass-covered slope spilling down to the dark waters of the River Talahnon, swollen now with two days of unceasing heavy rain.






Something on the air had unsettled her. A faint scent, like a whiff of dark prayer. She stared into the dusk, striving to understand it, until Marshal came to join her.



He held their daughter, wrapped in damp blankets. Sasha was a bright-eyed, healthy baby, now almost one year old. She patted at her father’s short beard and, despite the cold rainwater dripping incessantly through the tent roof, she made shrill noises of delight.



“With the exception of this little warrior, I think we are all missing the comforts of the cavern tonight,” Marshal said.



Behind him, in the tight confines of the tent, Luven’s people prepared for a wet night. Impossible to keep their bedding dry in this storm out of season—but they would light a fire and lie close together for warmth. And come first light, they would set out again, south toward the Glycian.



Luven let the tent flap fall. She cocked an eyebrow. “I think our Sasha is pleased because she can foresee, that for all we risk in this journey, there is joy to come.”



Luven meant for her words to convey a comforting optimism, but to her surprise, a look of melancholy came over Marshal. He kissed Sasha’s head. “She is so precious,” he whispered.



“I know it.”



“We cannot fail, Luven. For her sake, we must not.”



“We won’t,” Luven answered. “We will survive this. All of us.”



“May it be so.”



The Snow Chanter had sent them on this journey. It had been at dusk, on an evening now many days past, when Tayeraisa’s crow-minions had flown in through the courtyard’s high windows. Luven had been standing watch on the ledge, alone, when the two crows alighted beside her, each transforming into a tiny black-feathered Inyomere.



She had gasped in astonishment—then guilt had sent her to her knees. Her cheeks burned in shame and in regret for the way she’d hunted their kind in the past. But the crow spirits had not come to chastise her or to seek revenge.



The little feathered woman crossed her arms, eyeing Luven, her shoulders rocking side to side as she announced, “The time has come to choose.”



Her mate echoed this, bobbing his head, “To choose, to choose.”



“The Snow Chanter warns a great battle is looming. Siddél will soon summon all his arowl—and the way south will open. Will you dare to depart your home, escape your exile, leave-leave-leave all you know—and journey south to war, to a terrible battle?”



“A terrible battle,” the little feathered man muttered as he strutted back and forth across the ledge. “Terrible, terrible battle.”



A grim invitation. Yet it filled Luven with desperate hope. She asked without hesitation, “How much time do we have?”



The little woman puzzled over this question, feathered fingers tapping her chin. “This night?” she guessed. “The morning? A day and a day?” She shrugged. “You will know if you listen, listen, listen for the arowl beyond the mist. When Siddél’s beasts fall silent, that is when to leave.”



“Leave and don’t linger,” her mate urged. “Leave and don’t linger.”



The little woman added, “If that is what you choose.” With that, she leaped off the ledge, transforming back into a crow, with her mate following after her.



“It is what I choose!” Luven called to them as they circled once above the courtyard. This was the chance she’d longed for. A chance to escape exile, to move freely in the world, to hunt Édan—and to summon Siddél with prayer when she found him.



The crows tucked their wings in close and cawed as they darted out one of the narrow windows. Luven watched them disappear south into the twilight. Then she left her post and summoned her people.



They had named her their new chieftain, and over the past year she had grown into the role. That night, after she told them of the crows, she spoke with blunt authority, saying, “We are a dying people. We have lived too long hidden away in this keep. Our numbers dwindle year by year. And now we are called to sacrifice ourselves in war.



“We can choose to ignore the call and stay here, hiding, relying on the warriors of Habaddon to decide our fate.



“Or we can go, knowing that some of us, perhaps all of us, may die. It is a terrible risk. Still, I say we must accept this call to war. Out of duty, but also because we must escape this place. If we are to have a future, we will find it in the south, on the other side of this conflict.”



Her people swiftly agreed that they must seize the chance. Marshal and Jakurian were resolved too, but Pantheren and Kit stood back. Speaking for both, Pantheren said, “Lanyon will return here someday. It’s our duty to wait for her.”



“Yet we don’t know when she will come,” Marshal countered. “Go with us at least as far as Medesh. Seek the counsel of the Snow Chanter, and let Tayeraisa guide you in your duty.”



Pantheren and Kit considered this, and eventually agreed.



Three days later, Penrik, Kit, and Halméd returned from a patrol of the mist-shrouded perimeter of Beyna Forest to report that no howl or bark of arowl had been heard all day.



“Not since yesterday morning,” Kit added. “It’s time to go.”



They set out under starlight, taking only the food, the clothing, the blankets, the weapons, and the histories that could be carried on their backs. The great cat came to guide them through the mist. It shadowed them all that first day, but by evening it was gone.



They neither saw nor heard any arowl as they journeyed south. But they found the Snow Chanter waiting for them on the north bank of the River Talahnon. Secured to the riverbank were four small, flat-bottomed boats with square sails.



“A fierce storm is brewing,” Tayeraisa warned them. “Take these boats. The north wind has agreed to fill their sails. The river has promised to carry you south. Go now, while you can.”



Luven thanked the great Inyomere. “None of us know how to handle such craft, but in this hour we will learn.” She turned to Pantheren. “And you, War Father? What will you do?”



He traded a look with Kit, his weathered face more grim than usual. He said, “We don’t know when Lanyon will return, though I think it won’t be long. We need to go back and wait for her.”



The Snow Chanter’s blue eyes glittered like frost. “It may be true my little sister is soon returning, but if you would help her, go south. You will find Édan there. Find him, and stop him. Do not allow him to return to Samokea.”



Luven’s heart quickened at this news. “Yes, let us hurry on and hunt Édan. That is the duty I desire most.”



Tayeraisa turned to regard her—and then her gaze drifted down, settling briefly on Luven’s belt where she carried a pouch that contained the mask made of the flayed skin of an Inyomere.



Had the Snow Chanter known it was there? Did she guess what Luven intended?



“You are courageous, my far daughter,” Tayeraisa had said. “But do not underestimate Édan.”



“Never, Blessed One. Still, I mean to see him fall.”



They had set out within the hour, all of them. And though wind and current worked together to speed them south, they did not outrun the storm.



Now Luven stepped back as the tent flap stirred. It lifted, and Lehe slipped in, then Kit, towering behind her, both hooded and dripping, with an armful of soaked driftwood each.



Lehe shook her hood back, turning to Luven with wide, worried eyes. “We have not lit our fire yet, but there is already a stench of acrid smoke all about us.”



Kit shrugged. “I cannot smell it. It must be haunted smoke if only Lehe can sense it and this rain has not washed it away.” He took the driftwood—Lehe’s share too—to the steel hearth at the center of the tent.



“I sensed something too,” Luven said. “Just moments ago, though I could not make it out.”



“It’s growing stronger.” Lehe lifted the tent flap again and the two stood together, looking out, while behind them Sasha cooed in Marshal’s arms.



Just enough light remained that Luven could make out Halméd standing watch beside the moored boats. He would have come to report if he’d sensed what Lehe had, but he was not as sensitive as his sister.



“It is like the smoke we send up from the burning of arowl,” Lehe mused. “Don’t you think?”



“Yes, that’s it,” Luven realized. “As if some great evil has been undone.”



“Then do you think the battle has started?” Marshal asked. “Or has it already been won?”



Luven shook her head. “No. I think this smoke comes from far away. I think it has seeped through the Mere and speaks of some distant action.”



“Who besides us could release such prayers?” Lehe wondered.



“Only one other.” Luven’s heart beat faster. “The Snow Chanter promised we would find Édan. I think this smoke has to do with him. Maybe he has been driven to take part in this battle too.”









Chapter 3







Despite the summer season, the storm refused to yield. As the army left Habaddon, it assaulted men and horses with violent gusts and hard rain. Jahallon rode at the head of the line, with Bennek beside him—a long, cold journey to the floating bridge.






Harried by wind and the river’s churning current, the bridge swayed and tilted. When Bennek’s mare set foot on the restless planks, she made a display of worry, rolling her eyes and prancing. But she had crossed many times, and at Bennek’s urging she hurried on, stepping out into the muddy yard of the stockade that guarded the crossing.



Log walls towered above them, with bowmen on watch upon the walkways. Across the yard, the north gate stood open. They rode past it, into the forest beyond, and then turned east, to keep beneath the trees. Wind tossed the branches and rain fell in heavy drops, but the canopy of summer leaves kept them hidden from Siddél.



They rode all day, reaching the easternmost stockade just before full dark. There wasn’t room for everyone within the walls, so the men scattered into the forest, pitching tents or building rough huts to shelter from the ceaseless rain.



Bennek went with Jahallon into the stockade. One of the couriers there offered to take their horses to the stable. Bone-weary, Bennek thanked her. He left Jahallon in conversation with the men and women assigned to that post, and went into the lodge to dry his soaking coat beside the fire.



As in all the stockades, the lodge was one large room, dark and smoky, and though herbs had been mixed into the straw that covered the floor, their scent could not mask the odor of old meals and the toil of men.



Bennek found himself alone there, everyone else still busy outside. He hung his coat, then sat cross-legged near the hearth. Dread still haunted him. Jahallon had said it came from Siddél, that the monster feared the hour when Lanyon would return with the wicked talisman. But when would that hour be? How would they know?



Bennek resolved to seek for her. Closing his eyes, he turned within the Mere, and gazed north across the Wild as far as his spirit sight could reach—and at the edge of his perception, he sensed a shadow, ominous in nature. He could not tell what the shadow represented, but when he looked to the west he saw another. Time passed, and slowly, slowly both shadows drew nearer, until finally he was able to distinguish them for what they truly were: arowl.



Vast hordes of the beasts, more than he had ever counted before, coming out of Nendaganon and Samokea, stampeding toward the line of stockades.



Bennek sensed the desperation of the beasts and their deep despair. All of them were starving. Siddél must have held them for months within the pits, preparing for this day—and Bennek understood he could not control such beasts. He could not fill up their minds with fear because they were so full of fear already. Their only hope at life was to feed on the corpses of the men they would kill in the coming battle. Such beasts could never be persuaded to retreat.



Fear flushed through Bennek’s veins. His heart raced, and he trembled, doubting the possibility of victory against such hordes. Certainly he did not have the skill to affect so many arowl already on the edge of life.



Bennek.



From far away, he heard Jahallon calling him.



Bennek, come back to us now.



Turning away from the Mere, Bennek shuddered and opened his eyes.



He heard a steady drumming of rain on the roof and a buzz of voices. The lodge had grown steamy with the heat of the fire and the presence of fifty or more men and women, seated in small groups or sleeping on the straw floor. Wet coats hung from the rafters, steeping in smoke. Over the fire, bubbling pots sent up wholesome fragrances.



None of it seemed real after the terror he had just beheld.



Jahallon crouched in front of him, studying his face. “You have seen them. Did I not tell you Siddél would redouble his assault?”



“It is too warm in here,” Bennek whispered. “I cannot breathe.”



Jahallon put his hand on Bennek’s shoulder and whispered in turn. “Do not let our friends see your distress. It will wound their confidence.”



Bennek nodded. “I must go outside.”



“We’ll go to the stables.”



Jahallon signaled to three captains to come too, Bahir among them. The other two, Kreskin and Gyellen, were both elder veterans of the Long War, with weathered faces and grizzled hair.



Horses packed the stable as closely as people packed the lodge, but the horses were quieter, and the smoke was less. Jahallon took a lantern from the wall and led them to the lee side, where he propped open a window to let in a night breeze.



Bennek breathed deeply. The cool, clean air steadied his heart and rallied his courage.



Jahallon said, “Speak now, Bennek. Tell us, how many arowl did you see?”



“Many, War Father! Many, many hundreds, though I have not counted them up yet.” He looked down at his fingers, running through the guesses he had made.



Before he served Jahallon, Bennek had not had much use for large numbers and he was still uneasy with them. When he tallied the figures, he was sure he’d made a mistake. “A hundred hundreds?” He looked questioningly at Jahallon. “Can there be such a number?”



“Ten thousand,” Bahir said in a quiet voice.



Kreskin was defiant. “We have faced as many before! At Nendaganon, seventeen years past. It was the same. Ten beasts for every man.”



Gyellen’s expression was stony. “There are not many of us left who saw that campaign. Let us not forget all those who did not come home again—among them young Bennek’s father and his uncle.”



Bennek turned to Gyellen. “Did you know them, War Father?”



“Not well. They rode with a Samokeän captain. Still, I remember them.”



“Let us never forget the fallen,” Jahallon responded. “Nor will I forget the blood that is on my hands. That campaign in Nendaganon is called a victory because some among us were still standing when the last arowl fell. But it was my loss. Three hundred twenty-two men did not return to Habaddon. This time, our victory will be real.”



Jahallon cleared straw from the stable floor. In the mud that lay beneath it, Bennek sketched a map, explaining the numbers of arowl he had seen to the west and to the north. “They are coming fast, but they’re still far away. They can’t reach us before the middle of the day tomorrow.”



“We will not wait for them,” Jahallon said. “Not here.” He looked at his captains. “We leave at midnight. The rain will wash away our scent and drown the noise of our progress. We will choose our own field, and lie in wait for our prey. With luck, this battle will be ended while tomorrow is young.”



The captains returned to the lodge to explain to their men what would be asked of them, while Jahallon called on his couriers to relay his plans to the other stockades. Bennek helped to ready the horses, wishing each man and woman farewell as they set out into the storm. When they were gone, he closed the stable door, finding only Jahallon left among the remaining horses.



“You are weary and famished,” Jahallon told him. “Go rest, so you’ll be ready when we ride out tonight.”



But a question troubled Bennek, one he had not considered before. “Sir, there’s something I would understand. Why are there not even more arowl in the Wild? If Siddél may draw them forth at will from the pits, why doesn’t he fill the Wild with them?”



Jahallon sighed. “There isn’t time enough tonight to teach you all you should know of the arowl, but I’ll tell you a little of their history, so you’ll better know your enemy.”



This pleased Bennek and surprised him. Jahallon did not often have patience for his questions.



They crouched with their backs against the stable wall, and Jahallon began his tale:



“The arowl were first spawned long ago within the pits of Nendaganon, when Siddél persuaded the Inyomere of that place to help him in his vow to drive the people back into the sea. Those Inyomere never suspected the terrible loss they would soon suffer. Understand that arowl are not made by the sorcery of Siddél alone—he does not have that power. They are made by drawing life out of the land itself. So in time, the land dies.”



Bennek nodded. “It is not just Nendaganon. From the summit of the Tiyat-kel, we looked into Western Samokea. It too has become a barren land. Lanyon said the wind there wails with the lamentation of the Inyomere. It is as if Siddél would rather destroy the Wild, than let us live in it.”



“There are spirits more powerful than Siddél,” Jahallon said softly.



“You speak of Jamu-karizen? He whom the Darkness serves?”



“I do.”



“When we were at Medesh, the Snow Chanter spoke his name. I was wounded then and did not hear her words, but Bahir told me later.”



“Then you know what is at stake—as does Siddél. The monster sends all his arowl against us. He seeks to overwhelm us. But in the end his fury will serve our cause. Tomorrow, when we have concluded all battles, there will be no arowl left in the north to hinder Lanyon’s return.”



Bennek nodded, but he could not help whispering, “And still I am afraid of what tomorrow may bring.”



“Put your fear aside,” Jahallon insisted. “No matter what happens, we must have victory. You understand that?”



“Yes, sir.”



“We must slaughter Siddél’s hordes, and we must defeat Édan. There is no choice in it.”





◆





Bennek slept for a few hours, until one of the scouts came to wake him. Others were waking too. A murmur of motion filled the crowded lodge as Bennek gathered his blanket and his weapons, and then followed the scout to where Jahallon waited, with a map laid out by the hearth.






He pointed to a ridge made of three low hills, that faced more hills just a quarter mile to the southwest, with a grassy swale between them. “Do you remember this place?” Jahallon asked.



Bennek nodded. “We rode there in the autumn. These hills offer some cover. Thickets and small trees.”



“Can you find the way there in the dark?”



Bennek thought about it. With his spirit sight he gazed across the map of the land that was always in his mind. “Yes, sir,” he decided. “I can.”



Jahallon nodded. “Make ready. We leave in half an hour.”



Rain continued to fall as the army groped its way north, riding in a double line, each rider speaking their name in a sequential roll call to ensure no one went astray in the dark.



No starlight reached beneath the clouds and Bennek could see nothing with his eyes. But his spirit sight revealed the land all around, enabling him to guide the army along grassy hillsides, safely distant from the flooding streams.



They made good time, yet with every mile, the dread afflicting Bennek grew worse. Finally, he spoke to Jahallon, who rode beside him. “War Father, there is something awaiting us. I cannot see it or name it, yet it is worse than the onslaught of arowl, and more dreadful than the talisman.”



Over the patter of rain, the soft thud of hooves, Jahallon’s gruff voice spoke from the darkness: “Would you have us turn back?” A soft rebuke.



“We cannot turn back, sir. I know it.”



“Then have courage, Bennek. We must have victory, no matter what happens.”



The rain did not relent, but as they reached the designated hills, dawn’s gray light reached past the heavy clouds, pushing back the darkness, revealing the region as Bennek remembered it, filtered by veils of rain.



The captains had already been assigned their positions. They commanded their men into cover, half the army in each row of hills, facing one another across the open grass.



Bennek’s next task was to ensure the arowl came this way.



Jahallon led the way up a hillside, riding among the trees until he reached an outcropping of rocks that allowed a good view of the swale. He handed off his horse to a courier and indicated to Bennek to do the same.



“How long do we have?” he asked.



Bennek answered, “No more than an hour.”



The approaching packs howled within his mind, though they could not be heard by the others. Not yet.



Already, the arowl stampeding from the west and from the north had met and mingled. They did not run as one pack, but as hundreds of smaller packs. And Bennek could not use fear to control their advance. All he could do was feed their blood hunger by investing them with the knowledge that the prey they sought lay this way.



Here, he thought, touching the minds of a handful of the leading beasts. Come feed. Your prey is here.



A faint wail reached past the falling rain. Kina growled, and Bennek, shivering in his sodden coat, touched her head to soothe her.



In the rising light he could pick out the men of Gyellen’s company below his position, concealed with their horses in a thicket bright with new growth. All across the grassy swale, a netting of streams and rivulets glinted in the liquid light. Trees in summer leaf covered the low ridge on the other side of that little valley. Bahir waited there, with Fen and Kaliel, Sanno and Alhimbra, and all the other men of Bennek’s old company.



All the other companies, hundreds of men, waited farther down the valley, hidden in the groves, the thickets, or among the rocks.



Here, Bennek thought. We are here.



This time the response was not a single wail, but a blood-chilling chorus.



“They are coming fast,” Bennek breathed, his eyes half-closed as he concentrated on the stampeding packs.



“I hear them,” Jahallon answered. “Keep them below us, between the hills.”



Bennek strove to do so, though there were so many that the packs ran past each other, forming a wide front. He tried to turn some against the others. Brief spats erupted, but the blood hunger drove them on.



Uleál’s voice, from higher in the rocks: “I see them.”



“Remind the companies to hold steady,” Jahallon instructed Bennek. “To let the valley fill with arowl, and wait on word from you before launching the attack.”



Bennek inhaled sharply, pulling his consciousness away from the packs to whisper this reminder, one by one, to those minds that could hear him.



Another sharp breath, as he caught sight of the beasts in the wide grassland beyond the hills. So many! All the small packs now pressed together into one. They looked like a dark wave sweeping across the golden grass.



“Too many,” he whispered.



“Have courage, Bennek. And run them hard. Bring them in exhausted.”



Nodding, he squeezed his eyes shut and strove to guide the beasts, to imbue them with a madness of blood hunger, a ferocity to send them racing the length of the valley—and it worked, mostly. The arowl came howling and screaming, striking at one another as they boiled into the valley in pursuit of an illusion of prey that Bennek planted in their mind. Most kept to the swale, thundering past the first of the hidden warriors. But a few defied Bennek’s guidance, roving uphill into the thickets and the trees.



“I cannot hold them all,” Bennek warned. “The strays will find us.”



Barks of delight erupted as those strays scented Gyellen’s company. Bows snapped as the men defended themselves. Those arowl that had already gone past turned back to hunt this newly discovered prey, and those immediately below boiled into the hills.



“Launch the attack,” Jahallon said.



Now! Attack now!



Bennek repeated the order to a man in each company because he did not know how to speak to many at once—though histories claimed Édan could do that. Édan had directed many such battles in days of old. But Bennek was not Édan.



Arrows flew from the trees and thickets, cutting swaths through the pack. Hundreds fell and chaos erupted all along the battlefront. Great were-beasts roared their rage, blood-hungry howls answered them, and the dark wave of arowl split apart again, forming small packs that boiled upslope on both sides of the valley. With fearsome snarls, the war dogs of Habaddon raced to meet them, Kina among them. She slipped away as Bennek strove to turn the packs, to coax them back down into the swale.



The cries of men in peril distracted him. When he heard them, he sought to intercede. He listened for Jahallon’s instructions too, relaying them to the companies faster than the couriers, who came and went with messages of their own. And when he could muster the breath for it, he told Jahallon what he knew of the progress of the battle. Bennek was sure Édan had never felt so overwhelmed.



Within minutes, thousands of arowl lay dead, but many thousands more still poured into the valley. Bennek tried to slow their advance, but he could not. He could not make them turn away.



All along the battlefront, on both sides of the valley, the companies fought desperately to hold their positions.









Chapter 4







Rain still fell as the Samokeäns returned to their boats in the gray light of morning. Luven sat cross-legged on the deck of the lead boat, nursing Sasha while the others worked to lash down the last of the gear.






“We are nearly ready,” Marshal told her. “If all goes well, we should reach the Glycian today.”



A faint howl defied the optimism in his words. They both froze, holding their breaths to listen past the rain and the chatter of the flooded river. At first, Luven heard only distant thunder rumbling in the Tiyat-kel. Then came an incredible eruption of howls and barks and wails, distant, but comprising a cacophony of voices so numerous she guessed there must be hundreds, perhaps thousands of arowl all hunting together. She shuddered, and Sasha began to wail.



Looking up at Marshal, she said, “This is it. This is the battle the Snow Chanter foresaw.”



Pantheren had reached the same conclusion. “Jakurian!” he shouted as he jumped to the shore from the deck of another boat. “Arm yourself! This is the battle we were warned of. Habaddon’s army must have crossed the Glycian to fight in Samokea.”



Marshal looked to Luven with a regretful gaze. She swallowed her fear of what was to come and nodded her acceptance, saying, “This is our battle too.”



He turned to take up his weapons while Luven went ashore, holding Sasha against her shoulder, the baby still crying softly.



Within a minute, everyone but Luven, Lehe, Gorem, and little Krispin stood fully armed. Together they formed a circle around Pantheren.



Pride filled Luven as she looked at their determined faces. Projecting her voice over the distant outcry of arowl, she said, “We have journeyed south not to seek the protection of a greater people, but to join our strength with that of Habaddon. I honor all of you for your willingness, your eagerness, to embrace this duty. Still, we cannot all go.



“We also have a duty to our past and to our future. Krispin is still a little girl, and Sasha just a baby. We must ensure they reach the safety of Habaddon, no matter how this day ends. And our histories must be preserved, too. Enough of you must stay, that we can take the boats down the river. I will stay. Who else will volunteer?”



None did. They preferred that Luven should choose. She did so swiftly, selecting three for every boat, keeping back Gorem, the younger women, and the men whose old injuries tended to slow them in the hunt.



Seventeen would go, a number that included Marshal, Kit, Pantheren, and Jakurian. A very small army, but Luven could offer no more.



All worked quickly to call the Hunter’s Veil over the warriors. Tearful goodbyes followed. Luven embraced Marshal, gazing into his eyes for many seconds, wondering if she would ever see him again.



“Yes,” he whispered to her, as if hearing her unspoken question.



His last kiss was for their daughter.



Those left behind stood together in silence, watching the warriors go. Luven could hardly make out the faint, rain-washed outlines of their figures, but the wet grass bent beneath their steps. She watched that receding motion until the rolling grassland swallowed it up.



Gorem had come to stand beside her. Now she leaned close and whispered, “Do you still mean to do it?”



Luven whispered back, “Of course I do. Édan will be here, and I will find him.” She took a step away, speaking now so the others could hear. “Gorem, you will see that the boats are taken safely onward.”



The older woman nodded, but the others immediately besieged Luven with questions.



“Luven, what do you mean?”



“What are you planning?”



“If you intend to stay and fight, then we will stay as well!”



“No.” Luven was their chieftain; her hard gaze quelled dissent. “You will all go on as we agreed. Don’t fear for me. It’s not my plan to join the battle, but only to speak a spell that will aid our cause.”



She refused to explain more. “Lehe, come. You will care for Sasha.” She kissed the baby, handed her to Lehe, and then embraced her cousin. “Do not be afraid,” she whispered. “I know where your heart is turned. You have waited with great patience. Know that I will do all I can to protect your hopes, and the future of our people.”



A flush burned Lehe’s cheeks despite the rain. Her eyes flooded with tears that swiftly spilled over. “Be careful, Luven,” she whispered.



“I will. Now go.”



As the boats cast off, Luven set out, south among the rolling hills along the river. She carried no weapons, but she had with her the mask of the water spirit.





◆





As Bennek strove with the arowl, he heard a shout from below the rocks and recognized Gyellen’s voice: “We are nearly out of arrows, Jahallon!”






“Then mount up!” Jahallon answered. “Prepare a charge. Spear and sword!” In a softer voice, he told Bennek, “Inform the companies.”



Bennek did so, though he held in his mind a rough count of the remaining arowl and he did not think there were men enough to counter them.



Shouts erupted below, and the thunder of hooves.



Bennek tried again to set fear among the beasts, but starvation had driven them to an unassailable rage and he could not check their fury or afflict them with doubt. As the warriors of Habaddon charged the beasts, his influence faded to nothing.



The men fought hard. Hundreds more arowl fell, but men and horses went down too—and thousands of the beasts still remained. The army could not hold out against so many. In minutes, they would be overwhelmed. All would be lost and Siddél would come crowing victory, with no one left to hear him.



But then a change came over the arowl. Rage overwhelmed reason. Packs turned on one another, fighting for the right to attack their prey or to consume the fallen. Other arowl bypassed the men and horses closest to them, to pursue warriors higher on the rain-slick slopes. The horsemen became pursuers, not defenders. Spear thrusts thinned the ranks of the beasts. Swords rose and fell, shattering skulls. The beasts ceased to defend themselves. Some appeared stunned and mindless, offering themselves up for slaughter.



None of it was Bennek’s doing.



Over a cacophony of the mingled screams of men, the baying of arowl, the shrill neighs of horses, he turned to Jahallon and shouted, “It’s not me affecting the beasts! There is another will here far stronger than mine. War Father, I think Édan is on the field.”



Jahallon’s gaze shifted from the wide-eyed courier beside him. “You are sure?”



“I think there is no one else it could be.”



Teeth clenched, eyes narrowed, Jahallon considered this for the span of several heartbeats. “If it is him, he will have come from the east. From Ohtangia. He’ll be behind us. Look for him there.”



Bennek turned his spirit sight to the east, past skirmishes in the hills, past a handful of stray arowl squabbling in the grassland beyond, and onward to a winding line of low rolling knolls. Nothing there. But to the northeast, on a grassy hillside that had some vantage of the battle, he discovered a gathering of six riders who appeared to be watching the fighting from afar. Three men and three women. Bennek recognized none of them.



He shook his head hard to clear it of the vision, and found himself under Jahallon’s harsh gaze. “Speak, Bennek. What have you seen? Have you found him?”



“Not him, sir. Édan is hidden from my sight, but I have found those who serve him. Off to the northeast, not even a mile from here.”



Jahallon sucked a sharp breath past gritted teeth. Then a grim nod, as if he’d seen all this before. “Come,” he told Bennek, striding toward the horses tethered in the rocks behind them.



Bennek scrambled to catch up. The courier came too, but when Jahallon noticed her, he told her, “Go to Uleál. Tell him I have a mission of my own and he is battle captain now—but tell him nothing of Édan. You understand?”



She shook her head. She started to argue. “War Father, you must not—”



Jahallon interrupted her, furious. “Do not tell me what I must or must not do. This is my task. I will have Bennek with me, but I will risk no one else. Now go!”



She bit her lip and bowed her head. “Yes, War Father.”



She took her horse and walked it higher into the rocks while Bennek scrambled to untether his mare.



Jahallon rode a taller horse, dark brown, its tail whisking, sharp hooves prancing, eager to move. “Stay with me,” he warned Bennek. “Stay close—no matter what happens.” He led the way, east over the shoulder of the hill, then down through the thickets, the sounds of battle growing faint behind them.



Bennek left it to his mare to find her footing on the rain-soaked slope. In his mind, he still looked out upon the fight. Habaddon’s warriors were scattered in small groups all up and down the narrow valley and some were hard-pressed. Bennek tried to help where help was needed, but Édan did far more. Already, the numbers of men and beasts were nearly even, and the battle had turned hard against the arowl.



“Bennek!” Jahallon barked. “Do not wander in your mind.”



Bennek flinched, startled to find they’d reached the edge of the thickets. Beyond, the view opened up across a wide expanse of sodden grass so that he could already see the unknown riders, still sitting quietly in their saddles. He had counted only six with his spirit sight, but with his eyes he saw seven.



“Leave the battle to Édan,” Jahallon told him. “In these next moments, I need all your attention.”



Bennek shivered, as the dread that had plagued him for days knotted his gut. Forcing words past a tight throat he asked Jahallon, “What is it you mean to do, sir?”



“I mean to kill Édan.”





◆





Luven crept through tall grass bent low by the rain, feeling half-transformed already into a water spirit though she had not yet called on any spell. The sounds of the battle reached her, distant and ominous as she made her way to a hilltop where she hoped to gain a vantage.






Édan had crossed the River Talahnon more than once to enter Samokea. Luven guessed he kept a small ferry, hidden by spells. If so, he would cross at a fixed point. She hoped to find him, pinched between the river and the battlefield.



She reached the hilltop, but stayed low, hidden in the grass. The river stretched out below her, swollen and dark, the boats of her people already gone from sight around a distant bend. She saw no one anywhere along the riverbanks.



She looked to the west. Nothing moved in the grassland below her, but beyond a line of hillocks, almost veiled by rain, she glimpsed a dark shadow on the land. As she studied it she realized that shadow was alive, moving, baying and howling—that it was composed of thousands of arowl. She shuddered. Closed her eyes. Marshal, she whispered, all the grief that had haunted her after Zavoy’s death, looming again in her heart.



“You cannot help him,” she whispered, striving to regather her courage. “He has his role. You have yours.”



She sat cross-legged, hidden in the grass, eyes closed as she opened her mind to the Mere, hoping to sense the current of an unfamiliar spell, one that might mark the sorcerer’s presence.



Instead, she heard the distant neigh of a horse. Her eyes opened. To the north, no more than a mile, seven riders had come into sight. They moved at a swift canter among the hillocks, despite the slippery ground.



“Is it you?” she whispered.



Who else could it be, when Jahallon’s army was already engaged?



She started down the western side of the hill, staying low, but slipping and sliding in her haste. By the time she reached the foot of the hill, the riders had passed out of sight. So she stood up and ran, splashing through rivulets, wading through streams, her chest aching with the rush of air in and out of her lungs. She did not follow the riders around the hillock where they had disappeared. Instead, she climbed the grassy slope—a lesser height than the first hill. As she reached the crest, she heard voices from below, muffled by the rain so she could not understand them, but they were close.



Was this Édan?



Cautiously, she raised her head above the grass and peered down. She knew Édan could not perceive her through the Mere, just as she could not perceive him. Both relied on a conjured glamour to hide their presence. But Luven had not called the Hunter’s Veil, so Édan could easily see her with his eyes. If this was him.



She saw all seven riders below her, sitting astride their horses, looking southwest to where a swale ran between two lines of low hills. Horsemen there, spears in hand, contending with circling packs of yammering arowl.



One rider of the seven sat apart from the others, the hood of his coat pulled up and his back to Luven, so that she could see nothing of his face. But it was clear by the posture of the others, and by the lines of their attention, that he was their leader.



Luven ducked back down, squeezed her eyes shut, and opened her mind again to the Mere. Vaguely, she sensed the presence of the riders. Six of them. The seventh was hidden.



She trembled, awash with wonder. Surely Zavoy’s spirit guided her? Quickly and in silence, she retreated a little way down the slope. She shed her coat, then put on the mask of the water spirit. A whispered spell brought it to life.





◆





Pantheren brought a sword down on the skull of a gray-furred, four-footed arowl, splitting its flat, triangular head and cracking its wide, toothy jaws. It dropped with a crunch into the dead wood littering the ground beneath the trees. He stepped past it, to meet a second beast of the same snarling kind.






Half-seen movement within the rain-drenched grove hinted at the positions of the Samokeän warriors as they pursued arowl under the protection of the Hunter’s Veil. Sudden spurts of arowl blood and brains more firmly marked them.



They’d come into the valley from the north, just as the men of Habaddon charged on horseback into the swale. On foot and hidden from easy sight, the Samokeäns risked being trampled if they followed the horsemen into the field, so Pantheren called for them to hunt arowl among the trees. He could not tell one warrior from another, unless they shouted in triumph or called out for help.



In the field, the pace of fighting grew intense. Masses of arowl surrounded the horsemen, forcing them into defensive circles, the beasts so numerous Pantheren could not see a path to victory. Then, as two skeletally thin were-wolves approached through the trees, something changed. The yowling of the arowl became fiercer still, the pitch of their voices spiraling up into heights of mad rage, their snarls descending into bone-shaking growls—and the two were-wolves turned on each other. With a crude sword, the lesser stabbed its companion in the throat, releasing a fountain of dark blood that startled the killer, causing it to step back and stare.



Pantheren had seen this trick before. Bennek, he thought. Stepping forward, he struck at the killer’s throat, nearly severing its head.



Avoiding the veiled warriors around him, he moved through the grove, down to the edge of the trees. Out in the field, the plague of madness afflicting the arowl had given the men of Habaddon the upper hand. They attacked the distracted beasts, ending squabbles with death blows. Panic set in. Arowl fled toward the trees, but they found no shelter there.



Pantheren moved quickly from one to the next. Most he took by surprise, but one scented him. A long-legged thing, its skull small but with wide nostrils and a huge, toothy jaw. Hunger overcame fear. It did not need to see him to know exactly where he stood. It leaped with shocking speed. Pantheren moved as quickly, stepping aside and swinging his sword hard across the back of its neck. “Down with you!” he shouted.



“Hi! Pantheren!”



Jakurian’s voice, from just a few strides away.



“Come look. Something else is happening.”



Pantheren looked around. He saw no arowl close by, so he crunched through the trampled undergrowth, breathing hard, the rain not enough to keep him cool after his exertions. “Speak again!”



“I’m here,” Jakurian said from the edge of the trees. “Look northeast. Look at the first of those two riders.”



Pantheren saw a pair of warriors, galloping away from the battle at great speed despite the rain-slick ground. The lead rider was on a tall horse—one Pantheren knew. He’d raised that horse. He’d trained it for Jahallon to use. He had served under Jahallon since the age of thirteen. He knew his voice, his gait, his posture in the saddle—even at such a distance, seen through pouring rain.



“That is your father.”



Ahead of the two warriors, seven riders waited halfway up the slope of a low hillock.



“Why does he leave the battle?” Jakurian asked.



“I think he has found prey more dangerous than arowl. Come! Let us go help him as we can.”



Jakurian called to the Samokeäns, shouting that they should defend Jahallon. They set off running, ghosts in the grass. Pantheren only hoped they would not come too late.









Chapter 5







Bennek and Jahallon rode hard through the flooded grass, the hooves of their horses splashing past a thousand rivulets. Bennek squinted, rain stinging his eyes as he looked ahead. Were the riders moving? Yes. Not fleeing, though. They were descending the grassy slope, coming down to meet Jahallon.






Which one was Édan?



That one, riding in front, his hood up.



Reaching the foot of the hill, Jahallon reined in his horse so hard it skidded in the grass, leaving scars of mud. He pulled his spear and, standing in the stirrups as his horse danced and snorted, he cocked his arm back, ready to throw.



Bennek spoke to his mare, bringing her to a gentler halt as he set an arrow to his bowstring. But he held the weapon loosely, on guard but making no immediate threat. He did not believe the arrow would reach Édan, even if he dared to shoot.



Certainly Édan showed no fear as he sat his horse, facing Jahallon, with his riders arrayed behind him. They were three men and three women, none of them young. Most seemed close to Pantheren in age. Samokeän, by their dress and their braids. The three women and one of the men answered Jahallon’s challenge by drawing their bows, the gleaming tips of their arrows aimed at Jahallon’s heart.



Édan pushed his hood back and turned to them with a scowl. “You may not kill him.”



Reluctantly, they lowered their bows and Bennek sucked in a lungful of air, realizing he had forgotten to breathe.



Édan glanced at Bennek, his face less scarred than it had been at Medesh. His eyes narrowed, perhaps remembering that day Bennek had stood in the rocks beside Lanyon. But he said nothing of it. His guarded gaze returned to Jahallon and to the spear, still ready to throw.



“It’s a quandary,” Édan said, his voice soft, yet carrying easily over the falling rain. “Should you love me or hate me?”



Jahallon did not throw the spear, but he hurled words at Édan. “I love you as my son! But you have aided Siddél. You have taken his arowl as your own, making them fiercer and more cunning. My men have died, consumed by your dire wolves! Your own kin have fallen to these beasts that were nurtured by you.”



Bennek had never seen Jahallon so lost to rage. His horse trembled at its master’s fury. And yet Jahallon did not hurl the spear.



In contrast, Édan was neither angry nor frightened. He spoke with perfect calm. “My far father, I do not claim innocence. The arowl were the only army left to me as I lay in the mud and the darkness, deep within the pits of Nendaganon. I would be there still if I had not learned the spell of their making.”



Jahallon shook his spear, but still he did not throw it. “I do not hold you guilty for using Siddél’s own corrupt beasts to escape! But why then did you not return to me? Did you fear to confess what you had done? Did you think I would not forgive you?”



“I did only what was needful, and for that I ask the forgiveness of no one.”



Édan’s gaze shifted. For a moment, he looked past Jahallon. Bennek realized the baying of the arowl had ceased, leaving only the triumphant shouts of men sounding from the battlefield.



Édan spoke again. “My far father, I am not the man you knew. A hundred times I died in Nendaganon and a hundred times I was made to live again. I endured what no other man has ever endured . . . because I was given a purpose in this world. How then could I return to you and fight in yet another petty war?”



A petty war? Bennek looked at Jahallon. How could Édan name this a petty war, when the army of Habaddon had been nearly overcome? But Jahallon’s raw fury had faded. He lowered his spear. Bennek thought he saw defeat on his face . . . but when Jahallon spoke again, it was in an unforgiving voice. “Édan, by that last night in the Citadel you had already forgotten what it is to be one among the people.”



Édan shook his head. “I have never been one among the people.”



Just then, a woman’s voice arose from a high place, startling all of them as she began to chant. Bennek looked up, and to his astonishment, he saw an Inyomere standing boldly at the summit of the hillock, out in the open. She was a blue water spirit, her smooth body sheathed in rain, palms raised to the storm.



Shock swept Édan. He jerked his horse back, half-turning to look at her. “She summons Siddél! Flee! Flee now, all of you!”



Only then did Jahallon hurl his spear.



But one of the women had already set heels to her horse. It leaped forward, carrying her into the spear’s path just as a bolt of lightning deep within the clouds set all the sky ablaze. The blade sliced into the woman’s shoulder, knocking her to the ground as thunder exploded overhead. Bennek thought his ears would burst. The other riders scattered. Only Édan remained behind.



He jumped down from his horse. Pulled the spear from the woman’s shoulder. Hurled it away. Then he hauled her to her feet and heaved her onto his own horse’s back. Bennek saw his lips move in the spell of healing, and then he slapped the horse, commanding it to “Run!”



By this time Jahallon had his sword in hand. He yelled at his horse—“Go!”—and charged Édan. Bennek could see he meant to take the sorcerer’s head.



But before Jahallon could reach him, Édan spoke the name of another spell, one Bennek had never heard before. It came at the sorcerer’s command, bringing with it a horrid, crushing, congealing pressure. Even as Bennek cringed, struggling just to breathe, he remembered a long-ago dawn when he’d stood on Habaddon’s ice-slick north wall and felt the terrible force of the spell of time that had carried Lanyon from the world.



This was the same spell.



A loud snap tore the air, and Édan was gone from the world. Jahallon swung his sword but found only empty air. Wheeling his horse around, he shouted, “Bennek, run! Run now!”



Clouds writhed above them. Bennek turned his mare, more than ready to flee. But he held off, waiting for Jahallon.



In just those few seconds it took Jahallon to gallop back, the sky darkened as if night was coming on, hours before it was due. A terrible roaring noise like some vast cataract erupted from the clouds. Bennek looked up and saw a whirlwind.



At first, it was just a slender gray funnel, stabbing down from the clouds, but as it struck the ground it turned black.



“Ride!” Jahallon ordered.



Bennek shouted to his mare, urging her to run with Jahallon’s horse, but the whirlwind was too much for her. She reared, her eyes rolling white. Bennek felt her slip in the mud. He kicked out of the stirrups, leaped clear as she went down, and landed hard on his shoulder. Mud splashed around him. He rolled away to avoid the mare’s thrashing hooves as she surged back to her feet. Her hooves kicked up mud and water as she raced away. More mud was flung by the roaring whirlwind. Bennek scrambled to his feet and saw Jahallon returning, galloping back to face the whirlwind, the reins in his teeth and a drawn bow in his hands, driving his foam-flecked horse past its own fear.



“No!” Bennek shouted as understanding swept in. They had arrived at the root of his dread. This was the moment that had haunted him. This, the fate the Darkness had warned against.



Jahallon shot one arrow, and then another, at the roaring pillar of mud and rain. Just as he swept past Bennek, his horse, wild-eyed and running hard, lost its footing on the muddy slope. It tumbled. Its thrashing hooves pawed at the rain. Then the horse righted itself. It regained its feet and fled, leaving Jahallon behind, crumpled in the mud.



Bennek cried out in horror, a lamentation that went unheard even by his own ears, so loud was the roaring of the whirlwind. He scrambled to Jahallon’s side to find him awake and aware, though his face clenched in pain.



No matter his injuries, Jahallon could not die. Bennek knew this. With time he would recover. But having known great pain himself, Bennek dreaded such suffering in another. “Sir, you will be all right. We will care for you.”



Jahallon wanted nothing of his sympathy. He seized Bennek’s coat. Forced words past clenched teeth. “I told you to run! Go! Go now. Siddél is here.”



Bennek looked up, squinting against the wind, searching for the monster . . . only to realize Jahallon meant the whirlwind.



The swirling funnel slowed. Mud rained down from the sky. Bennek leaned over Jahallon to shelter him from it as the whirlwind unraveled into a fierce, coursing gale that went howling through the grass with the sound of a hundred haunting voices.



“Go!” Jahallon told him again.



Bennek shook his head. “War Father, I will not leave you.”



The voices in the grass rolled together. They became one, a deep rumbling bluster of triumph: “Jahallon-the-treacherous! I sought Édan, but I have found you! With your bowmen far away! Hear me now as I speak my will.”



“No!” Bennek screamed, standing to confront the gale. He knew from the Darkness that Siddél meant to unwind the curse that had kept Jahallon alive through so many generations. Bennek could not let it happen. Jahallon must be protected. But how? Bennek’s bow had been taken by the whirlwind. His spear was still on his horse. “Go away!” he shouted in helpless protest. “Go a-way!”



He had only his sword left.



He pulled it from his back scabbard.



Jahallon forced himself onto his side. He looked up, his anger all for Bennek as blood bubbled from his lips. “What will you do? Will you battle the wind? Obey me now and go!”



Bennek pleaded with the swirling gale, “Show yourself!”



The Inyomere was not so foolish as that. Siddél spoke with the gale’s voice. He called to an oppressive spell well-hidden in the deep places of the Mere. Bennek heard the summons. He felt the spell awaken. Siddél called it a second time and this time the ponderous spell rose up—and yet no power was left in it. To Bennek’s astonishment the spell unraveled, dissolving like mist in sunlight—



—and somewhere within the Mere a gate that had been held open for years upon years was finally allowed to close.



Bennek shuddered, knowing something had been lost.



Jahallon shivered too. A deep sigh ran through him. His eyes closed, and he slumped against the grass.





◆





The wind eased, the clouds broke apart, the rain tapered to a drizzle, and sunshine spilled down to touch Jahallon’s face. It gleamed on his cheeks and his closed eyelids, and on the lips where no breath stirred.






“He has fainted,” Bennek whispered to himself.



He returned his sword to its scabbard. But he took it out again when he saw the lithe and graceful water spirit running down from the hillock, toward him and toward Jahallon. This creature had called Siddél.



Sunlight flashed against the blade, but the Inyomere showed no fear. Shoulders heaving as if for want of breath, she stopped just steps away to gaze down at Jahallon, lying broken in the field.



She whispered. Bennek could not make out the words, but he felt a spell retreat, and as it withdrew, veils of illusion fell away. He saw that she was not an Inyomere, but a sorceress with an enchanted mask. She removed the mask, showing herself to be a young woman, terribly slender, with braided hair nearly the shade of moonlight, and her face just as pale, though pricked with a rosy flush of exertion.



He could not see her within the Mere. She had hidden herself, just as he was hidden, just as all the Inyomere were hidden. Even Édan had been unaware of her until she began her chant.



Her lip curled in distaste as she studied Jahallon’s still form. “Is he truly dead?” she asked coldly. “Is Édan finally dead?”



“This is not Édan,” Bennek whispered. “It is Jahallon.”



Her chin lifted. She stared at Bennek, her eyes wide with horror. A stumbling step backward as her face grew even more pale. A shudder went through her. She dropped to her knees, her head tilted back. A doleful wail rose from her throat.



“No, please!” Bennek pleaded, sheathing his sword once again. “Do not grieve!” He knelt beside Jahallon, touched his cold cheek, knowing that soon, very soon, his heart would beat again, his breath would be renewed. “There’s no need to grieve,” he told the sorceress. “Jahallon is not dead. He can’t die. He’s cursed by Siddél to live forever. I tell you, he cannot die.”



She did not heed him. Still on her knees, she covered her face with her hands and moaned, “What have I done? What have I done?”



Her grief bled through to Bennek. It wrapped his heart, squeezing with a terrible pressure that dizzied him. Or was it something else that affected him? For a moment—just a moment—he thought he saw Édan.



Édan—returned to the world, standing again in the place he had been when he disappeared into time, his hood thrown back, his braided hair sodden with rain . . . and on his face a look of shock and grief as he gazed down at Jahallon’s fallen figure.



Yet surely this vision was nothing more than a waking dream? For in an eye blink Édan was gone again. A rogue wind swirled in the place he had been standing. It shook loose droplets of water from the grass, and then the wind sighed away to the east, rounding the hill, leaving a trail like footsteps in the wet grass.



“Bennek!”



He startled, thinking he had heard Marshal call his name, but when he looked, there was only the woman weeping. Then a whirl of ethereal, shimmering motion caught his eye as half-seen figures—ghost warriors—raced toward him through the grass. They surrounded him. They spoke his name. They spoke Jahallon’s name. Unseen hands touched his shoulders. Then a voice uttered a word he had not heard before—tirvallian—and within the Fourth Way a breeze stirred. It sighed through the world, blowing away the warriors’ veils, revealing them to his sight.



Most were strangers to Bennek—a lithe, lean people, each as pale as the weeping sorceress—but with them were some he knew.



Kit was revealed, kneeling beside him, though he did not look the same. Deep scars ravaged his cousin’s face and throat. Bennek drew back, doubting his senses, wondering aloud, “Are you a ghost?”



Kit’s eyes narrowed. “It was close,” he admitted.



Then both startled at a grief-choked lamentation. “War Father! You cannot leave us.”



Bennek looked across Jahallon, to see Pantheren on his knees, fists knotted, eyes squeezed shut, rocking slowly as tears streamed down his weathered cheeks. Jakurian knelt beside him, his expression a mix of fury and disbelief.



Pantheren opened his eyes. He eased a hand under Jahallon’s head, lifting it a little from the trampled grass. “War Father, hear me!” he pleaded. “War Father, your life reaches back to Hahví. You were with the first of the people to set foot in the Wild. You cannot leave us. You cannot. Jahallon, waken!”



Jahallon did not stir, though Bennek felt his own heart quicken. He did not want to admit what he knew to be true. He did not want to think on it, but Jakurian leaned forward, reaching over his father’s body to place a heavy hand on Bennek’s shoulder. His voice trembled when he asked, “Bennek, tell us, what has been done here?”



Bennek shook his head. “He said this would not happen!”



“What? What has happened?”



“The Darkness warned him. It came two nights past to warn him that Siddél meant to unbind his curse, but Jahallon said that would be no easy thing to do.”



“And still it was done,” a woman said.



Jakurian looked up at her. Bennek followed his gaze to the sorceress. She stood now, with Marshal beside her, his arm around her shoulders. Though her eyes remained red from tears, she was done with weeping. Her voice was steady and strong when she said, “It should have been Édan. He was here.”



“Was he here, Bennek?” Kit asked.



“Yes.”



Kit fixed him with a sharp gaze. “Where has he gone? Did Siddél take him?”



“No. Édan was gone when Siddél came.”



Kit looked to Jakurian. “We must go after him.”



“No!” the sorceress said. “Kit, you cannot defeat him. Only Siddél has power enough to bring down Édan.”



Bennek blinked, remembering her chant. Siddél had been her weapon. She had summoned the monster against Édan, and yet it was Jahallon who was left behind on the field.



Kit answered the sorceress with anger. “If we cannot stop Édan, we can at least hinder him. It’s the will of the Snow Chanter that we try!”



Jakurian stood up, saying, “We’ll need horses. I’ll speak to my people.” He strode away, leaving Pantheren weeping beside the body.



Kit slipped a possessive arm around Bennek’s shoulders. “Come with me, Bennek. We’ll walk about and you’ll tell me all you remember of Édan.”



Bennek did not resist Kit’s guidance. He was too stunned to know what he should do. “I couldn’t stop it,” he whispered as he went with Kit. “Siddél spoke the name of an old spell and at once it was undone and a gate closed—”



“What of Édan?” Kit interrupted impatiently.



“Gone! Gone away into time. Kit, he knows Lanyon’s spell!”



“He has escaped us?” Kit asked in near despair.



“No. I don’t know! He was gone scant minutes and then . . . I mistook it at first, but now, I think—yes, I felt him return. I saw him again. Only a glimpse and then—” He clutched at Kit’s arm. “And then he was veiled from my sight, just as you were veiled! I see it now . . . he went east around the hill. The grass was stirred as if by footsteps. He had no horse.”



A look of cold fire was in Kit’s eyes. “Then we will have a chance.”



Bennek looked around to see a press of warriors come from the battlefield, leading their horses, their eyes haunted. They saw Bennek. They told him they’d heard rumors, wild rumors. Did he know what had become of Jahallon?



Bennek didn’t know how to answer them. He didn’t know how to put words together to explain the nature of Siddél’s curse . . . though he understood it now—now it was too late.



Jahallon’s life had been sustained by the Mere. So it was for all living creatures. In the natural course a gate would close, the life force flowing from the Mere would cease, and the spirit would pass from the world . . . but Siddél’s spell had held open the gate through which Jahallon’s life flowed, turning away any fate that might have destroyed his body and healing all his wounds so that his life was drawn out far beyond the span of any of the people. But the spell had crumbled when Siddél called its name, and the gate had closed.



“Tell them,” Kit urged him.



But Bennek could put none of this into words. His silence only fed their confusion, their fear, and their suspicion until they began to murmur against the strangers in their midst: “What sort of people are these?” “Did they come with Siddél?” “What have they done to Jahallon?”



“It was not them!” Bennek cried out, but grief had taken his voice and his words emerged as no more than a whisper.



Kit started to pull him away, but then said, “Ah, here is Jakurian, and he has found us horses.”



The Habaddon captain had returned in time to hear the angry questions. “Who here knows me?” he demanded, holding two horses by their leads. “I have been gone almost two years. Who remembers me?”



“Of course we know you, Jakurian. Our memories are not so short. But who are these other people?”



“Old allies!” Jakurian told them. “Old allies, rediscovered. Not all of Samokea was able to flee south when the Citadel fell. These few stayed and survived, and I tell you now, they are our friends.”



Kit squeezed Bennek around the shoulders. “Take care, my cousin. We will speak more when I return.”



“Kit—”



But Kit slipped away, taking one of the horses from Jakurian. The two rode off together, and many men went with them.



Bennek watched them go. He didn’t know what to do. His head was all abuzz. He felt as if a fever had taken his body, and it was all he could do to stay on his feet.









Chapter 6







Pantheren felt hollowed out and nearly hopeless as he looked on Jahallon’s lifeless face. Never had he expected Jahallon to leave the world while he still lived. How many more of those he loved would depart before him? His two sons had fallen in battle, his daughter had ridden as a courier until the day her horse had come home alone to Habaddon, and his wife, heart-broken, had followed her children three years ago.






Yet here I am still.



Bound to duty, until merciful death should finally take him from the world.



He bowed his head, collecting himself. It wasn’t courage he needed. Courage was the elixir of those who feared pain and loss, but experience had taught Pantheren to accept such things. He required only resolve. He found it by reminding himself of what still needed to be done.



On a now long-ago night in Samokea, he had thought it madness when Lanyon told him she meant to slay Siddél. Now, he would give what was left of his life to that cause, reserving only the balance of this day, which he would give to Jahallon.



Emerging from his fog of grief, he raised his head to find a crowd of shocked and grieving warriors pressing close to view Jahallon’s body. He heard their disbelieving whispers, their low-voiced denials. Louder protestations came from those behind, who had not yet seen the body. In rude voices they demanded to be allowed through.



It was unseemly.



Pantheren stood. “Step back,” he ordered. “All of you.”



Silence fell across the gathering. For several heartbeats, no one moved. But then, as if they’d been waiting for someone to assume command, they drifted back a respectful number of steps.



Pantheren looked around. He knew the names of every man and woman in that circle. He addressed them by name, assigning some to tend the body and others to make a bier where Jahallon would lie. When that was done, the men of Habaddon and Samokea filed past their chieftain. Many wanted to believe he was not gone, that soon he would waken, but as morning turned to noon and graying death came over Jahallon’s face, hope left them.



Uleál came late. He had stayed on the battlefield, first tending the wounded and then gathering the bodies of those warriors who had fallen, ensuring they were returned to the Protected Lands, where they would be buried in hidden graves within the forest, to become one with the land.



He stood with Pantheren beside the bier, his head bowed. “What will we do?” he whispered.



“Today?” Pantheren asked. “We will honor him.”



Pantheren sent out word that the captains should gather. “Who will take command?” he asked them.



Uleál said, “You, War Father. You have long been his second.”



“No. I am too old and I have been away too long.”



“Then let it be Uleál,” Bahir said. “He is as experienced as any here, and has been his father’s second since Pantheren was gone.”



A vote was taken, and to Pantheren’s satisfaction, Uleál was unanimously given command. Then he asked what had become of his younger brother, Jakurian. Pantheren wondered too.



Kreskin answered, “He heard that Édan was here and that the sorcerer withdrew to the north. I have found no one who witnessed this, but it may be that Bennek told him. Jakurian believed it. He went in pursuit and took many good men with him.”



This news angered Uleál. “What power does Jakurian think he has over Édan? He will only get more men killed.”



Uleál sent couriers after his brother to call him back. Other couriers went to Habaddon, bearing news of the day.



Pantheren called the Samokeäns to him, and introduced them to Uleál, who was wonderstruck to know these distant kin had survived so long, alone in the north.



Then Pantheren returned to the battlefield to ensure that all the wounded had been tended and all the dead recovered—and to find himself a horse.





◆





Bennek wandered off alone, hardly aware of the world, his only thought: It cannot be that Jahallon is gone!






It could not be, and yet it was.



Kina eventually found him. She shoved her head under his hand, waking him from his daze. He looked down at her in surprise and then he looked up, finding himself in a little woodland among the hills. Only then did he remember Marshal. Hadn’t he seen Marshal standing with an arm around the sorceress?



Worry struck Bennek. He imagined his brother must be angry with him for offering no greeting, for wandering thoughtlessly away. What if Marshal had left again, like Kit? Bennek turned, ready to run all-out back to the site where Jahallon had fallen—and there, standing in the woods beside him, studying him with worried eyes, was Marshal.



“Bennek?” he asked tentatively.



Bennek felt a deep, welling pain behind his eyes. Rather than show that to Marshal, he leaped on him in a bear hug. “I feared I would never see you again,” he whispered. “I feared we were parted forever.”



Marshal embraced him in turn, lifting him off his feet with a soft laugh. “You have grown so tall, Bennek. You are as tall as me now. And you are so heavy! You must be strong.” He set him down again and held him at arm’s length. “What is that on your chin? Is that something like a beard? But you have cut off your beautiful long hair! Oh, you look like a man of Habaddon now.”



“You look just the same,” Bennek said. “I’m sorry I didn’t greet you before. I am so happy to see you again.”



“And I, you.” Grief clouded Marshal’s gaze. “Lanyon is gone,” he said softly. “She was taken away from us.”



“I know it. She could not stay.” Guilt washed over him. “I’m sorry I didn’t follow after you. I wanted to return north, but Jahallon wouldn’t let me go. He made me swear an oath to stay with him until the way was safe. I told him I could hide myself from the arowl as Samoket did, but he said Siddél would discover me and set the packs to hunting me. I was so angry with him! And I gave him cause to be angry with me many times. I am sorry for it, now it is too late . . . but I should have gone north, whether he allowed it or not.”



“No, Bennek. Be grateful for his wisdom. You couldn’t have reached us, any more than we could return south to you. We lived only because we found friends in the north.”



Marshal told him of the Samokeäns of the Cavern and their sorcery, and the night hunts, and their failed attempts to continue their journey north. “We couldn’t go on. The arowl were everywhere. And then on the night of the Solstice a new kind of arowl came hunting us. They crept within our keep, and stole Lanyon away.”



All the woodland sparkled as sunlight glinted among the droplets festooning every leaf. Looking on it, Bennek felt a sudden, giddy joy. “She is coming back,” he whispered to Marshal. Then he said it again, louder. “She is coming back! She will return to us very soon.”



Marshal drew back, a troubled glint in his eyes. “How do you know this?”



“Do not doubt me,” Bennek warned. “Jahallon foresaw it. Siddél has sensed it. Even the Darkness agreed it was so.”



“Be calm! I only speak my surprise.”



“Then you didn’t know it before?”



“No. If we had known it, Kit and Pantheren would not have come south.”



Bennek laughed. “No matter!” He spoke swiftly, his words spilling past one another: “Lanyon is coming back, and I know we will find her, though Marshal, you must first help me find my horse. She is a mare and very light of foot, but she fled at the coming of the whirlwind. I won’t blame her for it. In most circumstances she is a good horse. I only hope she’s still sound.”



Concern showed again in Marshal’s gaze. “I’ll help you look for your mare, but first let’s seek my friends. They would meet you, and we must find Pantheren and offer him comfort.”



Bennek had no objection to this plan. So they set off, while he continued to speak in an ever more animated voice: “We’ll ride through Samokea this time, instead of walking. Siddél has emptied the land of arowl, so it should be safe enough, and we’ll come ever so much sooner to Medesh. Will the Snow Chanter still be there, do you think?”



“She greeted us there as we came south, and gave us boats to travel on the river.”



“I long to see her! I haven’t forgotten my devotion to her. I wouldn’t let Jahallon forget it, though he grew cross with me. Do you still have your horse?”



Marshal shook his head sadly. “We had to slaughter all the horses that first winter.”



“Oh. I am sorry for it. We can borrow more, I think. I would leave today, while the sun is still high. If I can find the mare, we’ll have food. My saddlebags are full and—”



“Bennek!” Marshal cried in exasperation. “I can’t go north with you. Not now.”



Bennek looked at him in puzzlement. “Tomorrow then? After we have rested?”



“No.”



“Marshal, you don’t understand. There’s nothing holding me here now. My oath was to Jahallon and Jahallon is gone, so—”



“Bennek! I have a wife. You saw her with me . . . there, when . . .”



Marshal trailed off before actually speaking of Jahallon’s death, but he’d come close enough. Bennek’s thoughts plunged back to when he’d been kneeling beside Jahallon’s body. He’d looked up to see Marshal with a woman close beside him.



“The sorceress,” Bennek said softly, looking down to hide his dismay.



“Yes. Her name is Luven. She is Chieftain of the Samokeäns. We have a daughter, Bennek. You are an uncle.” Marshal hesitated, then squeezed Bennek’s shoulder. “Is something wrong? Are you all right?”



Bennek had never had the skill to keep his thoughts hidden. He looked up, and in a hoarse voice he blurted, “Is she a good woman, Marshal?”



“Of course she is! Why do you ask such a thing?” And when Bennek hesitated, Marshal insisted, “Speak! I will not have your heart turned against her.”



“She is the voice that summoned Siddél. The monster came at her call, and fell upon Jahallon.”



Marshal stepped back, brows drawn in anger. “Luven would never do such a thing. She hates Siddél! I don’t know what you saw, but you have misconstrued it, and—”



“Marshal.”



The brothers turned in surprise to find Luven waiting in sunlight at the edge of the wood. She approached, saying to Marshal, “Do not chastise your brother for speaking the truth.”



“It cannot be true,” Marshal insisted, taking her hands as she joined them.



“But it is.” Luven looked at Bennek. “Though I did not mean for it to unfold this way.”



She told them of her scheme, long in the making, and of how it had gone so dreadfully wrong. “Édan stepped away in time.” She tapped her chest. “I felt his spell here, like a great weight, just as I felt it when Lanyon called the same spell and left the world.” She said to Bennek. “You felt it too.”



He nodded.



“Truly, I am no ally of Siddél. It was my vanity to think I might use one enemy to destroy another, but I have only destroyed our own hopes through Jahallon’s downfall.”



“Luven,” Marshal whispered, taking her in his arms. “You could not have known. Bennek, you must forgive her.”



Bennek shook his head in confusion. How to answer such a request, when guilt and regret now churned in his own heart? He said, “There is nothing to forgive. Luven struck at Édan. I would do the same if I could. Forgive me, if you can. I knew the danger, I knew this could happen, and still I could not protect Jahallon.”



“Maybe it was fate,” Marshal said. “But it is done, and we must live with it.”



Bennek drew a sharp breath. Let it out again. Marshal was right. They could not undo the past, and there was still so much to be done to secure the future.



“We need to return to our people,” Luven said gently.



Marshal agreed, and Bennek walked with them, his mind darting among brief, harrowing memories newly gathered that day. “Luven?” he asked distractedly. “How did you make yourself appear as one of the Inyomere? I saw you had a mask, but what kind of mask could make you appear as a water spirit?”



They had just left the little woodland.



“Come,” Luven said, “and I’ll show you.”



She led them back into the cover of the trees. Then she drew out the mask of the water spirit from a pouch at her waist.



Bennek, seeing it clearly now, recoiled. “Truly,” he whispered, “is that the flayed skin of an Inyomere?”



Luven’s hand trembled. “Take it,” she urged. “Marshal has told me of your talents. You will be able to use it.”



“No.” Bennek didn’t want to touch it. “It is evil to possess such a thing.”



“It is,” Luven agreed. “But Édan’s arrow is also an evil thing to possess, and you would not throw that away. Bennek, Siddél trusts this water spirit, more so after today. Take the mask, and maybe you’ll find some good use for it, to allay the evil that went into its making.”



In the end Bennek accepted it, but only to please Luven. He knew he would never use it, and risk that Siddél would come again as the whirlwind. Still, he listened carefully as Luven taught him the spell to enliven the mask.



“Will you try the mask on?” she asked him. “To make sure you understand the spell?”



“No. There are people about.”



He hid the mask away in a deep pocket of his coat. “I don’t think we should speak of the water spirit again.” He looked from Luven to Marshal. “I don’t think we should say anything of the chant that summoned Siddél.”



Luven closed her eyes, but Marshal nodded his firm agreement—and ever after the people of Habaddon believed it was chance that had brought Siddél down from the clouds that day.





◆





They looked for Pantheren among the men and women gathered around Jahallon’s bier, but he was not there. Bahir said, “I think he is helping to carry the wounded back to the stockade.”






Then he told them the latest news. A courier had arrived from the east, from Ohtangia. She’d been with the warriors of Hallah on their feint against Édan’s stronghold.



“She said that when they reached the border of Ohtangia, they saw a great pillar of smoke rising in the north. As they debated what it might mean, two Inyomere came to them in the shape of crows. These crows told them that Édan had perceived their oncoming force. Knowing their numbers were too great, he’d burned his stronghold, set his arowl pits on fire, and fled.



“The crows then urged the warriors of Hallah to hurry on to Samokea, telling them their help was needed in a great battle.” Bahir shrugged. “Of course the men of Hallah are not familiar with the Snow Chanter. They’ve rarely seen any Inyomere—and they did not trust the word of crows. Even the captains of Habaddon who accompanied them were cautious, suspecting a sorcerer’s trick.



“They sent scouts to Édan’s stronghold and found it in ruins. Of the settlement, only blackened timbers remained, reduced almost to ash, while the pits still burned, sending up a foul smoke. And in the forest all around, the scouts found corpses of monstrous arowl, all hideously burned within the chest, as if their wicked hearts had caught fire.”



“Were there no living arowl?” Marshal asked.



“Not that I have heard. When the scouts returned with this news, the captains agreed the crows had spoken truth, so they turned west. But they could not cross the River Talahnon with its waters in flood. The courier’s horse was carried two miles downstream when she made the crossing. Another courier has now gone back, to tell them there is no need for haste.”





◆





Uleál appointed a procession to bear Jahallon’s body back to Habaddon. He named pall bearers, and a hundred horsemen who would follow after them. He asked Bennek if he would like to be among this escort of men but Bennek declined, saying, “I have not found my horse yet.”






“Another will be brought up for you.”



“No, I must find my own mare. She is used to a light hand and this has made her shy of other men.”



Uleál wasn’t ready to let the matter rest, but at that moment Gyellen arrived to consult with him, and Bennek took the opportunity to slip away.



“Why don’t you wish to ride in honor of Jahallon?” Marshal asked him, as they set off in search of the horse.



“I love Uleál and all the people of Habaddon, but they don’t always remember to ask a man what he would like to do.”



Marshal gave him a quizzical look. “Uleál asked if you would like to ride in the escort.”



Bennek shrugged. “That is true,” he conceded.



“I do not understand you, Bennek.”



“Look there! It’s my mare, hobbled beneath the trees. Someone has already caught her for me.”





◆





Not long after noon, all the men and women who remained in Samokea gathered on and around the hill where Jahallon had fallen. They formed two columns facing one another in the blazing sunlight as the ground steamed around them. Horses stamped, and chomped on mouthfuls of grass. The breeze whispered and birds called. But the people stood in silence.






Bennek stood with Marshal and Luven, swaying a little, made dizzy by shock and grief, and by the stench of fallen arowl that drifted in from the battlefield.



The first team of pall bearers lifted Jahallon’s bier to their shoulders. Uleál then mounted his horse, along with two couriers who knew the best way back to the ferry crossing. The three set off between the columns. The pall bearers followed. Then more riders, who’d been standing beside their horses. They mounted and joined the procession, forming a dual line. Not a word was spoken, but tears glistened on many cheeks.



Jahallon was their far father. From the day the people had set foot on the shore of the Wild he had defended their right to live in this land. Now he was gone, and somehow they must contrive to go on without him.





◆





Luven had spoken with Uleál before his departure, insisting the bodies of the arowl must not be left to rot. “We must pile them into pyres and burn them all so their pestilence will not spread into the soil and the air.”






“Who has command of fire when all is sodden from the rains we have endured?” Uleál asked.



Luven assured him, “My people have command of fire at all times.”



Uleál discussed the request with his captains, and they agreed to assist the Samokeäns, asking for volunteers among the many warriors who were not part of the formal procession. No one declined.



After the funeral procession passed out of sight, the hard work of gathering the arowl carcasses began. The massive carcasses of wear-bears and dire wolves that had fallen in the open were left in place. Smaller corpses were piled around them, while teams of horses pulled carcasses from out of the thickets and the groves. The grassy swale, which had been lush and golden at dawn, became a sea of mud. Flies buzzed, and crows gathered. The birds stood on the carcasses, though they did not eat.



In late afternoon, the labor was done. Everyone retreated north, to rest where the stench was less. At sunset, they returned. Luven sent her people across the battlefield, one Samokeän beside each hill of piled carcasses. Everyone else sat at the edge of the trees to watch.



Bennek and Marshal sat with Fen and Kaliel, watching as Luven began to chant. Farther down the valley, twelve more Samokeän sorcerers chanted as the sun descended toward the distant peaks of the Tiyat-kel. Bennek listened to the words, and felt the eager flow of the fire spell as it moved through the Mere. In the moment the sun disappeared, all thirteen pyres burst into bright orange flame, each sending up a column of prayers within their rancid smoke.



Summoned by those prayers, the Inyomere of the east wind came and blew the smoke toward the Tiyat-kel and brooding Siddél. The smoke enwrapped him, the prayers against him a poison in his soul. He sprang up in rage, yet he did not dare approach the fires, fearing to breathe even more of this virulent dream of his downfall. From the battlefield, his rage was no more than a flash of distant lightning, a faint, far-off rumble of thunder—but even that small sound made Bennek’s heart quicken.





◆





As the pyres burned down, the people retreated, setting up camps within the woodlands to the south. Bennek sat with Marshal, Luven, and Halméd around a small fire. Other fires could be seen all about them among the trees.






They spoke only a little, each lost in their own thoughts. Bennek was made restless by the smoke from the pyres while Marshal fretted over Kit’s absence, starting at every sound of passing feet as he looked for him to return.



“He is far away,” Bennek said softly. “I cannot see him with my spirit sight.”



Luven had been adrift on the edge of sleep but at these words she looked up. Her eyes glittered in the firelight. “Not one of my people has ever had such a far-seeing spirit sight.”



“It is a gift of Samoket,” Marshal whispered.



None of them was willing to name Édan.



Halméd stretched out beside the fire, and after a few minutes, Marshal lay down too.



Bennek kept watch over the comings and goings of the camp, waiting for the others to sleep. After a time, he noticed someone approaching, leading a large horse saddled and laden for a journey. “It’s Pantheren,” he whispered, before the others knew anyone was there.



Bennek rose to greet him. “War Father, I have looked for you all this extraordinary day. In all my grief, there is still joy for me to see you again in this world.”



“I thought I should leave the world before ever this day came,” Pantheren answered him. “Yet we go on.” He stepped into the circle of firelight.



“Is that Jahallon’s horse?” Bennek wondered.



“It is. I bred him, and trained him for Jahallon to use, but now he has come back to me.”



“Do you mean to ride him tonight?”



“I do. Uleál has asked that you and I ride together to Habaddon this night.”



“Tonight?” Luven asked in astonishment. “To what purpose?”



“He fears another wave of arowl may issue from Nendaganon. He would have Bennek help direct the defense of the city, in the way he learned from Jahallon. And he would flatter me by asking my advice on it.”



“Surely Uleál will understand if you wait until dawn?” Marshal asked. “Then we all might ride down together.”



Bennek’s head, though, was still full of the scent of prayers for the renewal of the Wild. “I am too aggrieved to find sleep tonight, and it is many hours until the dawn. I don’t want to count them all. So I might as well be riding.”



He would not hear any protest, and set to gathering his things. So Marshal left to fetch his mare, and saddle her. When he came back, he handed the reins to Bennek. “I will see you again in Habaddon. Do not go astray.”





◆





They went slowly, winding between the trees, their way lit by scattered campfires. Kina padded beside them. Several times they were hailed by concerned voices asking if there was still more trouble afoot. Pantheren answered that all was well. After a time they reached a patch of dark woods, where no fires burned.






Bennek reined in his horse. “I am not going south with you,” he announced.



Pantheren was a shadow among shadows as he too brought his horse to a halt. “If we go on for another quarter mile or so, we will come upon a spur of this woodland that runs northwest. If we follow it to its end, we will be beyond the sight of the sentries.”



Bennek nudged his horse forward. “It is not your intention to go south to Habaddon?”



“I have a duty to Lanyon.”



“As do I!”



“I thought it was so.” Pantheren clucked to his horse.



Bennek heard the sound of it moving away and hurried to catch up. “Kit is already gone away and Marshal said he can’t return north just yet. I feared he would try to stop me if I went alone, so it was my plan to slip away tonight, when all were asleep.”



“Marshal is a light sleeper.”



“Your plan is better,” Bennek conceded. Then, after a while, “Did Uleál truly command us to ride to Habaddon?”



“He did . . . though I did suggest it to him. We should have a full day—maybe two or three—before it’s discovered we have gone. We must be well away by then. I trust you spoke the truth back in the camp, and are not sleepy?”



“I have hardly slept these past days. I am riven with fatigue, but no, I am not sleepy. I don’t want to close my eyes on this day, nor accept that it is real.”



Pantheren did not answer this, nor did Bennek speak again for most of an hour. They reached the end of the woodland, and then rode side-by-side under starlight, passing north among the rolling, grass-covered hills.



“Tell me that Jahallon did not die for nothing,” Pantheren said at last.



Bennek had grown so used to the silence that he startled.



Pantheren reined in his horse, his face unreadable in the darkness—but anger edged his words. “You were there, Bennek. You stood witness when Siddél called the spell that parted Jahallon from his life.”



“What is it you seek from me, War Father?”



“Surely the same spell could be turned against Édan? Bennek, did you learn it?”



Bennek caught his breath. His heart beat hard as he heard again in his mind the voice of the gale and the ancient name of the spell that had lain in wait for so long within the Mere. “I remember it exactly,” he whispered. He urged his horse again to a walk. “Of course you’re right. Édan’s life must be guarded by a similar spell. I will find it and practice its name, and when I have learned it, Édan will be mine.”



“You will have your chance,” Pantheren promised. He touched his chest, feeling the shape of a pendant he wore beneath his tunic. “I believe Édan will be seeking Lanyon, just as we are. We will find him in the north.”



They said nothing more, riding on until the sun rose and the land warmed. Then they set the horses to graze, and they slept while Kina kept watch.







The Storm Lair






Chapter 7







Samokea remained a dangerous land. Each day as Pantheren and Bennek rode north, they heard the mournful baying of small packs of arowl that had come too late for battle.






“I could call them in,” Bennek offered. “We could hunt them.”



But Pantheren was done with hunting. “I won’t squander time on it. Send them away. Our only purpose now is to find Lanyon.” He carried her bow, the one made for her by the Snow Chanter, telling Bennek he hoped to return it to her in some near season.



Each day as they journeyed north, they set off at dawn, stopping only to rest the horses. One evening, Bennek spied in the distance the great palisade they had climbed in their quest to find the Snow Chanter. His heart beat faster, knowing they’d soon reach Medesh.



Bennek slept restlessly that night, waking often to gauge time’s slow passage by the progress of the stars. At last, he settled into a deeper sleep, only to dream that the stars wavered, becoming fragile and inconstant as successive waves of light and shadow rolled through them. And next, the night sky shattered, its broken pieces falling down to the world, falling on him so that he was crushed beneath their terrible weight.



He sat up, gasping for air, startling both Kina and Pantheren from their sleep. Kina leaped up with a growl. Pantheren scrambled to his knees, pulling his sword from its sheath. “What is it?”



Bennek didn’t answer. Instead, he turned his mind to the Mere, seeking, seeking . . . and then she whispered hush.



He shoved aside his blanket. Jumped to his feet. He wanted to shout, but he whispered instead, “War Father! She is returned!”



Neither wanted more sleep that night. They saddled the horses, setting out long before the sun rose.





◆





It was a day of billowing gray clouds and fine rain showers. With his spirit sight Bennek searched for some further hint of Lanyon’s presence, but she was veiled, and this left him disgruntled. He said to Pantheren, “I know she must do all she can to hide herself from Édan, but it isn’t right that she is hidden from me, as well.”






“She isn’t hidden from me,” Pantheren said with a sly look. “I know exactly the place she returned to the world, though Édan does not know it.”



Bennek saw the truth in this and laughed. “You must lead us then! Ah, how I wish our horses were well-rested, that we might travel with better speed!”



Late that afternoon, two birds appeared in the gloomy sky, flying swiftly from the north. At first they were no more than black spots, but as they drew near, it could be seen that they were crows. To Bennek’s surprise, Pantheren stood in his stirrups to wave at them. They circled around with rattling feathers. In the treeless fields there was no place for them to alight, so Pantheren held out his arm for a perch. Bennek looked on in amazement as the crows became tiny black-feathered people standing balanced on Pantheren’s arm.



“How fares the Snow Chanter?” Pantheren asked them.



“Fearful! Sad!” croaked the one that was like a tiny man.



The woman-spirit turned to Bennek and addressed him in a scolding tone. “Bennek of Samokea, long have you tarried!”



Her rebuke stung. “I could not come before!” Bennek protested. “I would have come if I could, but I was bound by a promise to Jahallon.”



“Grief has freed you!” she agreed. “Jahallon has gone away on the path all the people follow in time.”



“Time! Time!” croaked the other. “Time is the message. The Little Sister is returned to the world, but time is short!”



“Time is short,” the woman-spirit confirmed. “Ride on into the darkness if you must, but come to Medesh this evening! Our blessed Tayeraisa bids you hurry on! Hurry on!”



They leaped together into the air and, becoming crows once more, they winged away north, leaving Pantheren and Bennek to follow at a pace their horses could endure.





◆





Night fell. The peaks of the Tiyat-kel stood tall and close, silhouetted against a net of stars. Bennek smelled the forest where it descended from the foothills; he listened to the trickling splash of a stream . . . but was it the stream that ran past the cottage at Medesh? Neither he nor Pantheren felt certain in the darkness.






“Medesh lies farther on,” Pantheren decided. They splashed across the shallow stream and continued north.



After a time Kina whined, waggling her tail anxiously. They reined in their horses.



“Look there,” Pantheren whispered.



Still well ahead of them, a faint light had appeared, like a spark of candlelight. Bennek looked on it anxiously. “Could it be the Snow Chanter, come to greet us?”



“Perhaps it is the encampment of Édan.”



Bennek drew his spear and Pantheren set arrow to bowstring, but as they went forward Bennek saw they’d overplayed their caution. The light gleamed from a lantern, held in the hand of a little girl—one whom Bennek had seen before. Not three feet high, dressed in a gown of brown feathers with a crown of feathers to confine her long brown hair. He recognized her as the owl-spirit that had come to chide him on that long-ago dawn as he kept watch at the fisher’s cove at Habaddon. Tonight her wide eyes blinked unhappily in the glow of her lantern.



“At last you are here!” she cried in her faint and whispery voice. “I have waited for you, to make sure you find your way in the dark, for you are simple creatures, ill-suited to the Wild.”



Bennek glanced at Pantheren, and thought he saw the flash of a smile. “We thank you for your kindness,” he said, with all the forbearance he could muster, “though you need not have troubled. When the night is very dark, then Kina will find the way for us.”



The little Inyomere gazed curiously at the hound. Kina noticed her attention, and lay down in the grass before her. This pleased the owl-spirit. She set a tiny hand on the hound’s great head, and smiled. “You may walk with me, brave one.”



The owl spirit set out with Kina at her side, leaving Bennek and Pantheren to follow. She walked with uncanny speed, so that Bennek had to urge his horse to keep up with her . . . until she heard the sound of some night creature rustling in the grass. Then she halted so abruptly Bennek’s horse nearly walked over her. He reined the mare aside as she stood listening, poised to strike, but after a few seconds she cast an annoyed look at Bennek. “You have frightened it away.”



“I did not know we were hunting such.”



“Come,” she said to Kina, and set out again.



Bennek was ready the next time he heard a rustle in the grass. He reined in his mare as the owl spirit stopped again, cocking her head to listen. Bennek waited patiently alongside Pantheren until, with a wistful sigh, the owl spirit moved on again. In this way they continued on for two miles or more, passing through groves and low swales and crossing several small streams.



Then the owl spirit stopped again, though Bennek heard no rustle. They had come to the bank of a stream, no different from other streams they had crossed.



“From here you can find your own way,” the owl spirit told them. “Come Bennek. Take the light.”



She handed the lantern up to him, and still he had to reach down far to receive it.



“What is this place?” he asked. “This is not Medesh.”



She shook her head, setting her feathers shimmering in the lantern light. “Have you forgotten the voice of the water that sings so sweetly as it passes the house at Medesh? It is a wonder you can find your way at all.”



“We will follow the water,” Pantheren said with a chuckle in his voice. “Thank you for your guidance.”



She acknowledged this with a nod. Then she turned to Kina, laying her tiny hand again on the dog’s head. “Good hunting, brave one.” Her gaze rose to the stars, and in the next moment an owl lofted into the air, disappearing into the darkness on silent wings.





◆





Bennek and Pantheren followed the stream west toward the edge of the forest. They had nearly reached the trees when Bennek spied the bridge at last, gleaming faintly in starlight. He urged his mare forward, and as she clomped across it, warm lights shone out suddenly from the windows of a house that had not been there a moment before.






Bennek slipped from the saddle and ran up the steps to the porch, with Kina at his heels. “Blessed Tayeraisa,” he called softly. “We have returned to you.”



No answer came from within the house, nor any sound of movement. Pantheren joined him as he opened the door onto the same clean and cozy room he remembered. Three lit candles shed light across the table, and on the hearth a small fire burned, keeping warm a simmering pot from which a luscious scent arose. The Snow Chanter, though, was not there.



They went out again and walked around the porch, and then around the bathhouse, but they did not see her.



Bennek could not hide his disappointment. “I know her domain is vast, but I thought she would be here. Why else did she bid us to ride on, so we would arrive tonight?”



“Perhaps other tasks have called her away. Let us be grateful for the shelter she offers us. Come. We will tend the horses, and then tend ourselves.”



They bathed, and ate a hearty supper. Bennek was just laying his blanket out near the hearth when Kina whined softly from the porch.



“She misses us,” Bennek said to Pantheren, who sat at the table adding still more lines of prayers to the long red banner he’d carried ever since Bennek had known him. “She’s not accustomed to keeping the watch alone—”



His eyes went wide in surprise and he dropped to his knees, for seated in the chair on the other side of the hearth was Tayeraisa the Snow Chanter, dressed in a gown of summer green, her golden hair tinged red in the fire’s light.



“Blessed One! Greetings! It’s such a joy to see you again, especially now, when Lanyon is returned to the world and our hope is renewed.”



She gazed at him gravely. “There is hope,” she conceded, “but time is against us. Bennek of Samokea, you have been long away from your homeland, when there was need of you here. And what have you done with your beautiful hair? You look like a man of Habaddon now.”



“My far mother, by necessity I have been a man of Habaddon. I have come to love the people there, but you must believe my loyalty has always been to you.”



She nodded. “Such are the tidings that have reached me. I know you have done much in the time you’ve been away, but now time grows short. Come, sit here beside me.” She beckoned with her hand, and on the hearth there was suddenly a pillow.



Bennek sat as she directed, while Pantheren drew near and bowed to her. “Blessed Spirit of the Snow.”



Tayeraisa nodded graciously. “Sit with us, good sir, for the season is perilous, and there is need of your iron will.”



“Blessed mother,” Bennek said anxiously, “is there no joy in your heart at Lanyon’s return? Or is it the dire tidings of Jahallon’s fate that have stolen away the smile from your face?”



“Was Jahallon the soul of Habaddon?” she asked sharply. “Or does its soul arise from the love of each one of the people there?”



“We are confounded with grief, ma’am,” Pantheren answered her, “but Habaddon will not fall, though Jahallon is stolen from us.”



She nodded her agreement. “Jahallon has followed where Samoket went long ago. Such is the fate of the people. I will not grieve for the old. But for the young and those not yet born to the Wild, I am riven with fear. I say again, time grows short. We have tarried long and failed in what was promised. Siddél rages and thunders. My little sister went north to seek the Storm Lair, but she was driven from the world. Two winters have passed since that time. I say to you now, if you cannot make an end to the Long War in this grim season, you will not know another.”



Bennek rose again to his knees. He set his hand on the arm of her chair. “Blessed One, surely the season favors us? It is true we were undone by Jahallon’s death, but even so, Habaddon won a great battle.”



“There has been no victory,” she said in bitterness. “Already Siddél has begun to despoil more land as he summons into existence the arowl pits where he will brew new beasts to replace those that have been killed. Siddél himself must be brought down! An end must be made and soon—or an end will be made for you by one who cares little for the fate of the people.”



Bennek lowered his gaze. “You speak of Jamu-karizen.”



“Do not speak his name lightly.”



He looked up at her again, seeking some hint of hope in her gaze. “Does he know Lanyon is returned to the world?”



“He knows, but it is the spirits of the Wild he listens to more and more as they cry out in their suffering, as they pray to him to end this trespass of the people.”



“But it is not the people who have despoiled the Wild!”



The Snow Chanter touched his cheek as grief finally softened the stern set of her face. “I love all my children, yet I say to you, the Wild was complete before ever the people set foot on its shore. The Inyomere remember this. So we ask, where is your place here? What is your purpose? Was it the will of the One that you should enter into the Wild? Or was it by the treachery of those spirits who were your guardians that you were allowed to enter here? I do not know the answers to these questions, but Jamu-karizen has made up his mind. If it falls to him to end the Long War, he will end it in Siddél’s favor and let the land find its own balance, as it has done in Beyna Forest, and as it did in all the golden ages before the people came.”



“It was the people who brought life back to Beyna Forest,” Pantheren said.



The Snow Chanter sighed. “The lives of the people are fleeting. It is not their way to wait for the healing of time. The cleansing of Beyna Forest was a great deed. A thousand years of healing in a single winter, allowing the forest to waken to itself.”



“You’re saying it would have happened without us?” Pantheren asked. “Just more slowly?”



She nodded. “That is the judgment of Jamu-karizen.”



The fire hissed and crackled, while outside, Kina could be heard pacing the porch.



“There is time yet,” Pantheren said. “We will leave at dawn. We will find Lanyon, and we will go on to the Storm Lair.”



“Yet you, War Father, will become a danger to her when you pass beyond my reach.”



Pantheren drew back, affronted. His hand rose to touch his chest. “It is my duty and my desire to serve Lanyon. I would never bring harm to her.”



Tayeraisa looked on him with a probing gaze before asking, “Have you learned to veil yourself from Édan’s sight?”



“That is not my skill, Blessed One.”



She nodded. “Édan must not find her through you. I cast veils around your spirit as you journeyed north, but soon you will be beyond my reach.” She considered for a moment. “I think I will send the owl spirit with you. She will cast her veils over you, even as she hunts the land for signs of Édan.”



Bennek scowled. He did not care much for the owl spirit.



The Snow Chanter smiled at him as if she knew his mind, but she did not chide him. “I love my children,” she told him again. “And I would have them with me in the Wild for all of time to come.”



Bennek bowed his head. “I will do all I can to serve you.”



She nodded. “Now sleep while you can. Time is short, and dawn is not so far away.”









Chapter 8







The owl became a familiar presence, watching over them as they rode north. Bennek would glimpse her soaring far out over the prairie or rising through the misty air behind them. Sometimes her shadow swept over them, swift and silent. She flew in the daylight, but she also flew at night. Lying half-awake in the darkness, Bennek heard her calls, and the terrified cries of the small wild things she took for her pleasure.






She cast a subtle veil within the Mere so that when Bennek looked there for Pantheren he saw him as the faintest of shadows, perceptible only because they rode side by side. “Don’t leave me,” Bennek joked. “I think I would have a hard time finding you again.”



“Your eyes don’t remember how to follow a horse’s trail?”



At this reminder, Bennek glanced anxiously behind them. “If Édan finds our trail he will follow us.”



Pantheren shrugged. “Kit and Jakurian pursued him from the battlefield. Let us pray they forced him to flee far to the east—and that they paid no great cost to do it.”



Pantheren’s plan was to ride north until they found the mists of Beyna Forest. From there, they would strike out across the prairie to the place where Lanyon had left the world. “She won’t be there,” he’d warned Bennek. “She won’t wait for us, nor will she seek us out in Beyna Forest. Her mood was dark in that winter she left us and it will seem likely to her that we have died in the time she was away.”



“She knows I am alive,” Bennek countered. “She knows I will come.”



“Even so, she won’t wait. But we’ll seek out that place. Pray she has left a message there for us to find.”



But Beyna Forest proved hard to find. Pantheren had left that land only days before in the company of the Samokeäns of the Cavern. He thought he knew the way back. But when they crested a low rise and he looked ahead, expecting to see the dark line of trees marking the forest’s edge, he saw instead only a few groves of stunted oak scattered in the grassland. “I have misjudged,” he muttered.



Disappointment washed over Bennek. He had let himself hope they might find Lanyon, or some sign of her, that very afternoon. But if they had not even come to Beyna Forest, it might be another day, or more.



Pantheren’s eyes narrowed as he studied the land. “And yet this is the place,” he murmured. “I know it is . . . can it be that our sight is veiled by sorcery?”



Without waiting for an answer, he sent his horse cantering down the slope. Bennek followed on his mare. They had not gone half a mile when the warning snarl of a leopard rose from the grass ahead of them. The mare shied at the dreadful sound. Precious seconds passed as Bennek got her under control. By the time he looked back, the land had changed. Where before there had been sunny grassland, he now looked on a wall of dark mist that veiled the looming silhouettes of mighty trees.



He cried out in wonder and surprise. Then he saw the leopard, a black shape prowling at the mist’s edge. It called to them with a rumbling purr that sounded to him more invitation than threat. He coaxed his mare closer, but Pantheren held out a hand, saying softly, “Lanyon is not here, and the temper of the mist is fickle. It’s enough that we have found our way to this place. Let us ride around the forest, rather than risk becoming lost within it.”



He bowed to the leopard. “You honor us, Blessed One, but duty calls us on.”



The leopard withdrew into the mist, but as they made their way along the forest’s edge it accompanied them, its chuffing growl sounding from time to time from within the trees.



In the late afternoon they turned east, heading out into the prairie, lush with summer grass.



“It was hard winter when she left us,” Pantheren reminisced. “All this land was snowbound, but I remember perfectly the trail made by those cursed arowl.”



They went on, with the owl shadowing them a quarter mile to the south. Evening was nigh when Pantheren finally reined in his horse. “Here is the place we met Édan’s clever, climbing arowl as they came searching back down the trail. Lanyon was already gone.”



To Bennek’s eyes they had not arrived at any particular place. Here the grassland looked the same as anywhere else. But as he turned his mare to circle the area, he saw a weathered skull hidden in the grass. Slipping from the saddle, he picked it up. Never had he seen such a skull before. Its face was flat, with wide eye sockets like those of the people, but the dome of its head was small while its jaw was large and set with wicked teeth. He shuddered and cast it aside.



They rode on to the place where Lanyon had dropped her glove, searching the ground until the light grew too dim to see, but they found no token, no tracks, no trace of her at all. The grass grew tall and undisturbed.



“She must have been here,” Bennek said. “But it’s been three days, and time has hidden her trail.”



“Time?” Pantheren wondered. “Or the spells that are hers to command?”



The owl swept over them, soaring north. Bennek watched its flight, wishing he could cross the land with such speed, but the horses were tired, and full darkness would come soon. “We don’t need to see her trail. We know where she’s going, and she’s on foot. It won’t be hard to catch up with her.”



Pantheren nodded. “We’ll camp here, and leave late tonight when the horses are rested.”





◆





The next day Kina ran ahead of them, intrigued by the scents she discovered, but if ever she found Lanyon’s trail, she lost it just as quickly, circling back to meet them with an anxious glint in her dark eyes.






The owl too was on the hunt. It soared close to the clouds, coursing east and west as it watched the land below. But when nightfall came they still had found no sign of Lanyon.



That night they heard the faint baying of arowl far to the east. The sound set Bennek to worrying. Could the howls mean Édan was drawing near, accompanied by a hunting pack? With such thoughts in mind sleep refused to come, so once again they saddled the horses under starlight and set out in the middle of the night. At first the wind carried to them an occasional wail, but the lamentations passed away to the south, and finally the evil howls could be heard no longer.



Three more days passed, and aside from the owl, they were alone on the prairie. Bennek fretted. “We should have caught up with Lanyon already. What if she’s sleeping in the day? What if we’ve ridden past her? Should we wait a day to see if she comes behind us?”



Pantheren suffered no such doubt. “The owl hunts at night. She would have sighted Lanyon if she were anywhere about. I think it more likely Lanyon is walking through both the day and the night, and resting only a few hours at a time.”



Bennek made no further argument, yet doubt plagued him. That night while the horses rested he wandered far from camp, calling softly in the faint hope that Lanyon might hear him . . . but his was the only voice speaking in the darkness.



Again, they set out before first light. The Tiyat-kel still marched north beside them, its high peaks white with a heavy blanket of snow. But as the sun rose it revealed another range to the north: a wall of mountains running west to east, abutting the Tiyat-kel, and then dwindling toward the eastern horizon. Though the summits of this new range did not stand as tall as those of the Tiyat-kel, they were high enough to hold snow even in the summer.



Within the embrace of those two ranges, the land began to change. Streams grew more abundant, watering wide green meadows that wound among groves of shapely trees. Many of the trees were of kinds unknown to Bennek or Pantheren, but most of the flowers they could name—azaleas, lilac, fallen stars, buttercups—with irises growing in abundance on the verge of every stream.



Bennek looked on it with wonder. “This is the loveliest land I have ever seen.”



“It’s possible we’re the first of the people ever to see it,” Pantheren mused. “I don’t think the Samokeäns of old fared so far north, for the maps in Habaddon do not know this land. These mountains that loom before us are not drawn on any parchment in Jahallon’s library.”



Doubt still troubled Bennek. “If we are the first, then Lanyon is behind and not ahead of us.”



“Ah, you are correct. Lanyon must have been the first of the people to look upon this wondrous place.”



Bennek wanted to ride in the open, on the hilltops and through the wide meadows in the hope that Lanyon would see them, but Pantheren would not allow it. “Édan might be about. We can’t know if he is ahead of us or behind. We must be cautious.” So they kept close to the trees while Kina hunted the land all around.



Early in the afternoon Kina grew restless. She coursed east and west, testing the wind. After a time she startled a small herd of deer. The sight of the fleet creatures bounding away filled both Bennek and Pantheren with wonder.



“How is it the arowl have not hunted them from existence?” Bennek asked.



Pantheren looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “And how is it you let them surprise you? Why were they not revealed to you by your spirit sight?”



Bennek shrugged. “It’s hard for me to see animals, unless I know just where to look. They belong to the Wild, and do not stand apart from it.”



“Unlike the people and the arowl? Since neither of us truly belongs to the Wild?”



“I did not mean it that way!”



Pantheren chuckled. “And the Inyomere?” he asked. “Can you see them?”



“They are wrapped in the same confounding glamour that hides our own spirits in the Mere.”



They crossed another stream, the water trickling with a sweet voice.



“I wonder if there is some great Inyomere that tends this land?” Pantheren mused. “It has been some days since I’ve heard the arowl. Perhaps they’re not allowed to trespass here.”



Bennek had been so wrapped up in his worries that he’d hardly considered the arowl . . . or their absence. He spoke in sudden excitement. “Surely such an Inyomere would be aware of Lanyon?”



“That is my thought. I would speak with it if I could.”



Despite the tranquil landscape, Bennek endured a stark tension. He noted every sound, every shadow, every scent that wafted past, seeking in these things some hint of Lanyon’s presence, or a warning sign that Édan had passed this way, or evidence that there truly was a great Inyomere standing guard over these lands. But as the morning passed, they discovered only more deer and, near noon, a small herd of forest buffalo grazing quietly in a sunny meadow.



Then, in the early afternoon, Pantheren found the tracks of a great bear, pressed deep into the soft ground amid a patch of iris blooming beside a stream.



Bennek’s heart quickened. There had been bears in Fathalia, but none north of the Glycian after the arowl had hunted out all game. He said, “This land is blessed, nurturing both hunter and hunted.”



Pantheren had dismounted, crouching to measure a track left by the bear’s front paw. It was wider than the reach of his hand, and the marks left by the claws showed them to be as long as his fingers. “He is a grandfather bear, maybe as old as I am.” He chuckled at the thought.



The owl glided silently past him. Turned, and came back, alighting on a rock beside the stream, just a few feet away. Even before her wings were folded she became the little girl again. “He watches you,” she said.



Pantheren stood, his gaze fixed on her. “Do you mean the bear? Is he the spirit who protects this land from the arowl?”



She rolled her eyes, clearly irked at such a display of slow wits. “Do you not know that the arowl belong to Siddél?”



Pantheren traded an annoyed glance with Bennek. “Are you saying it is Siddél himself who has forbidden the beasts to come here?”



The owl spirit shrugged. “The bear has seen our little sister.”



At this news, Bennek slipped from his horse to kneel in the mud before the little Inyomere. “Where did he see her?”



Pantheren asked, “How long ago?”



“Not long, not far.”



“This day?” Pantheren pressed.



She shrugged again. “One day or another, as the sun rose, he spoke to her.”



Pantheren looked thoughtful. “A bear spirit is a wanderer. He may have seen her far from here. Still, I am cheered!”



Bennek felt his own heart pounding with excitement. “We should seek out this bear spirit. Perhaps he has more to tell.”



“Would you take us to him, Blessed One?” Pantheren asked.



The little spirit ruffled her feathered gown, her eyes narrowed with irritation. “He will be found or not, as he chooses.” And with that, she became the owl again, and took flight.



“Let’s try it anyway,” Pantheren said.



Bennek agreed. He set Kina to follow the bear’s trail, and at first she was willing. But a breeze out of the north brought a new scent to claim her attention. She stood still, head high, ears pricked, nostrils working, studying the woodland all around, where thickets of azalea flowered beneath the bright trees.



“She’s probably scented more deer,” Pantheren said. “She used to be keen to hunt them, when she was young.”



“I want to follow her,” Bennek decided. “She is faithful in her duty, and I’m curious to know what would distract her.”



Pantheren nodded. “Follow her then, and I’ll seek out this bear-spirit. If it’s willing to speak, this is not a chance to waste. Let’s meet as the afternoon wanes, there by those hills.”



So Bennek set off through the woodland with Kina, while Pantheren continued along the stream.



Kina went with her head low, below her shoulders. After several minutes she proved Pantheren right by flushing a doe with its fawn. She lunged at the fawn, and would have brought it down if Bennek had not called her sharply, “Kina, no! There is no time for that! Come. Come back to me and we will follow Pantheren.”



But already she’d found another trail that pleased her. Ignoring Bennek, she took off into the woodland. He stared after her in astonishment. “Kina!”



She did not turn back, vanishing instead among the azaleas and ferns.



“Go,” Bennek whispered to the mare. She took off, cantering, but could not match Kina’s pace among the trees and thickets. The crackle of twigs and the crunch of fallen leaves beneath Kina’s running feet grew ever more distant—and then stopped altogether. Because Kina had stopped.



Bennek reined in the mare. Held his breath, and listened. Over the pounding of his heart, he heard a rustle of foliage, and then Kina’s plaintive whine. Following the sound, he came to a small clearing where ferns grew thigh-high. Kina must have lost whatever scent she’d been following, because she was bounding among the ferns, as if desperately trying to recover it.



“Kina.”



At the sound of his voice she left off her frantic hunt and turned to him, trembling. Her eyes pleaded for him to explain this mystery.



“What is it you seek, Kina?”



She answered with a plaintive squeak and a swift wag of her tail.



This stirred in Bennek a memory of the first time he had seen Kina, when the hound had plunged across a stream in pursuit of Lanyon’s scent, and only Pantheren’s command had stayed her.



His heart suddenly boiled with hope and fear. He stood in the stirrups, looking everywhere around, but there was only the forest and the blooming azaleas beneath the green boughs. He looked with his spirit sight but saw no one. Even Pantheren was hidden from him. Yet he did not believe himself alone.



He jumped down from the mare. “Lanyon!” His shout shattered the quiet beneath the trees. “Lanyon, I know you are here!” Birds took flight, leaving only a shocked silence behind them. “Lanyon, come back! Show yourself, I beg you. Do not hide from me.”



She made no answer. Yet she was there—or she had been there—he felt certain of it. Kina had followed her scent to this clearing, but Lanyon must have sensed pursuit and hidden herself from Kina, just as she would hide from the arowl. But she should know by now it was Bennek who followed her . . . or had she already gone on, too far ahead now to hear his voice?



Lanyon, Lanyon.



He called to her silently, until he remembered Édan might be near. Then he called out loud again— “Lanyon!”—gambling the sorcerer was too far away to hear. In a fury, he shouted at the woodland, “Lanyon, do not leave me here! Do not be angry because I took so long to return from the south. I beg you, I beg you to forgive me—”



A shadow, moving in the corner of his vision.



He turned to see a hooded figure where none had been before, standing at the clearing’s edge and framed by pink azaleas. The hood was pulled so low he couldn’t see her face, but he knew her all the same. He knew the brown coat she wore—the one the Snow Chanter had made for her—and he knew the leather case with its fur-lined strap that held the talisman, still secure against her back . . . and he knew the cold weight of the talisman’s wicked presence that touched him as he stepped toward her. “Lanyon.”



He rushed on her as if she were the enemy. He heard the sharp intake of her breath. She pulled back, but he already had a hand on her arm. He swept the hood from her head. “It is you!” he cried in triumph. “I knew it must be you, and no Inyomere.”



She was so much the same as he remembered, fragile and lovely, her coppery hair escaping in loose strands around her face—only the fury in her eyes was new.









Chapter 9







Bennek wanted to embrace her, but Lanyon held him off at a distance. Her angry fists crumpled the fabric of his shirt as she struggled to push him away. “Why are you here?” she demanded. “Why have you come? Why?”






Bennek heard this in confusion, in consternation, but he refused to give way, holding tight to her shoulders, fearing that if he let go, she would vanish again. In their struggle they turned one about the other, like children wrestling, while Kina cavorted, barking as if it were a fine game.



“Do not struggle so, Lanyon! I came to find you. Surely you knew I was coming?”



“No!” Tears welled in her eyes. “You are supposed to be with Jahallon! Safe under his protection! This path I walk can have no good end. Bennek! I did not want you to come.”



He shook his head. “Do not be unkind to me, Lanyon, I beg you. Do not misread me. I would have stayed with you all this time if I could have. I wanted nothing more than to return to you. Don’t be angry. Please. You must forgive me.”



She grew still, but she would not let him closer. “It was my comfort to know you were with Jahallon.”



“That seems a cold comfort to me. Know that I can offer more comfort to you with my presence, than as a memory.”



Her eyes narrowed. But then a bemused smile touched her lips. “Sir, you should not speak so boldly.”



“Now you are laughing at me. What have I said?”



She sighed and shook her head. Then, to his astonishment, she gave up the fight and hugged him. Bennek forgot his puzzlement for the beauty of her coppery hair in the leaf-filtered light.



All too soon, she freed herself. And taking a step back, she studied him. “You have cut your long hair short. You look like a man of Habaddon—but you are beautiful still. Oh Bennek, you were a boy when we parted. Now you have grown so much taller than me.”



“I am a man now,” he assured her.



“I know it.” A blush rose in her cheeks, and she turned away. “How long have I been gone?”



“One year and a half. Perhaps a little longer.”



She caught a harsh breath. “So long. I was hoping it was the same year and yet . . .” She turned back to him. “You’re here, so it can’t be too late. I didn’t want to go. I was afraid I’d be gone too long. And then when I returned, the prairie was empty of arowl, and there was no sign of the Samokeäns of the Cavern—Bennek, there were people living in the north!”



“I know it.”



“There was no sign left for me by Pantheren.”



“He couldn’t leave you a sign—”



“He lives?”



“He does. We came north together to seek for you, but Édan is hunting you too, so Pantheren didn’t dare mark the place where you left the world.”



Her eyes grew haunted. “Where is Édan?”



“I don’t know. Lanyon, so many things have changed—”



Again she turned away from him. “Do not think you have to tell me!”



He winced at her harsh tone, perplexed, not knowing how he had made her angry again. He reached out to her, touched her shoulder. “What do you mean, Lanyon? I don’t understand you.”



Instead of answering him, she gave her attention to Kina. Kneeling, she hugged the hound and whispered to her. Kina was greatly pleased, but Bennek was provoked. “Lanyon! It has been so long. You must listen to me!”



“It has been long.” She spoke softly now, and with her back turned to him he could barely hear her as she continued to stroke Kina’s great head. “You are a man now. I know you must have found yourself a wife in Habaddon.”



“What? Lanyon, of course not. I—”



“Then you have a lover waiting for you.”



“No.” In real puzzlement, he asked, “How could I? When it is you who has always been in my heart?”



Still she cuddled Kina. “You must not speak so sweetly to me. I am an old woman. I don’t even know how old! Am I twenty? Or one and twenty? Or much older still?”



“I don’t care. You are not old and you are as lovely as ever. I am envying Kina. Please Lanyon, stand up. Look at me.” He caught her elbow. She didn’t resist as he turned her around into his arms. “I am so thankful you came back to the world. I thought . . . I thought I would not see you again. Not on this side. Now you are here and I am filled with joy.” He held her close again and he kissed her hair.



But just then the owl spirit glided into the clearing. Lanyon turned to stare at it with frightened eyes, as it alighted on a branch.



Bennek said gently, “No doubt she has come to chide us for lingering here too long.”



“You know this Inyomere?”



“The Snow Chanter sent her to watch over us, but she has a tart tongue. Come. We’ll ride together and find Pantheren—he has been wretched since you were lost—he will be so pleased to see you.”



“And what of Marshal and Kit? And Jakurian too? Almost, I am afraid to ask.”



Bennek called the mare to him. “They were well when I saw them last. I pray they are so still.”



“You must tell me all that has happened to you and to our friends.”



“And when we are with Pantheren tonight, you must tell us of your own trials.”



He helped her to mount, and then he climbed up behind her. He was acutely aware of the talisman within its case, strapped to her back, but he put his dread of it aside and slipped his arms around her waist.



“Does its touch not chill you?” she asked him.



“How could it? All I feel is your warmth.”



A blush rose in her cheeks, and her eyes sparkled.



As they rode, they spoke of their time apart, and if he held her more closely than need required she did not object, and if sometimes his cheek would touch hers, she only smiled.



Pantheren had climbed a low hill so that he could watch for Bennek. When he saw them coming, he left his horse tethered in a glade and ran to meet them. “You have found her! Lanyon!”



She laughed for the joy of seeing him again. He lifted her down from the horse and hugged her. But when he felt the talisman in its case, he shuddered. “You have not lost it then.”



“No. It is with me still.”



“Did you find the bear?” Bennek asked him. “Or learn if it was an Inyomere?”



“I saw it at a distance, but it would not speak to me. Still, I do not doubt it was a spirit.”



Lanyon nodded. “His name is Ark. I traveled with him for four days. He bore me on his back so that we went with great speed, and he used his power to hide our trail.”



Bennek and Pantheren both groaned when they heard this.



“What?” Lanyon demanded.



Pantheren explained, “It was a great mystery to us how you were able to travel north so swiftly that we could not catch you, though we rode and you were afoot.”



“Or we thought you were afoot!” Bennek added.



Lanyon smiled. “I was blessed to find Ark. He is much like the Snow Chanter, despising Siddél for the havoc he has caused . . . but he will venture no closer to the Storm Lair.”



“Do you know where it is, then?” Bennek asked her.



Lanyon’s eyes shone. “I think I know, but we will know for sure tonight. Let us push on now, until dusk.”



“I have something for you,” Pantheren said. He went to his horse to retrieve Lanyon’s bow. He strung it for her, then presented it formally, with both hands. “I didn’t always believe this day would come, when I could return this gift of the Snow Chanter to you, but here we are.”



She spoke no words, but accepted the bow with a bemused smile.





◆





Late in the afternoon they came on a pretty stream that flowed sweetly through long, shallow pools. Though it was not yet dark, they decided to stop. Lanyon caught fish for their evening meal, while Pantheren gathered lily bulbs that grew at the edge of the water. Bennek tended the horses, and then he collected wood to make the fire.






Just as he finished arranging kindling in a fire ring, he saw Lanyon coming back, carrying her catch of fish tied together by their silver tails. He had been about to light the fire, but now he thought to wait.



When she saw him crouched beside the kindling, watching her, her eyes narrowed suspiciously. Heat rose in her cheeks. “What?” she asked. “What does that coy smile mean?”



“You never did have a chance to teach me the fire spell, but I have learned it myself. Watch.”



He fixed his mind on the spell and summoned it. The kindling caught fire with a rushing whoosh.



Lanyon’s eyes went wide. She stumbled back, dropping the fish. “Bennek!”



He stood, stunned that he had frightened her. He had only meant to win her praise. “Lanyon, are you all right?” He went to her. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean—”



She recoiled from his touch. “Who taught this to you? Where did you learn it? Who taught you to call a spell without words?”



The suspicion in her eyes wounded him. He bent to pick up the fish from the grass. “I’ll clean these for you.”



“Tell me, Bennek.”



Resentment stirred in him. “Why do you look at me with such mistrust? What is it you’re thinking?”



Pantheren came up from the stream as Bennek was speaking. His sharp gaze shifted from Bennek to Lanyon, but he said nothing. Setting his net of lily bulbs in the grass, he crouched to tend the fire, which had already blazed through most of the kindling.



Lanyon looked away, shamefaced. “Forgive me. I am haunted. Of course it must have been Zavoy who taught you.”



“No, it was not Zavoy. I never met Zavoy.”



Pantheren looked up at her. “Zavoy is dead, and Gonly as well. Édan killed them, that spring after you were taken.”



All warmth left her face. Reaching for the fish with a shaking hand, she took them back from Bennek. “I will clean them.”



“I’ll help you.”



“Cut some green sticks, then.”



By the time Bennek returned, Pantheren had the lily bulbs chopped and heating in the cooking pot, and Lanyon had filleted half the fish. Crouching beside her, Bennek began to thread the fillets onto the green sticks. He spoke softly, “When I went to see Sage Hedril of Habaddon, she called the fire spell. Later, I found it lingering within the Fourth Way. At first I didn’t know it was a spell. I thought it was a spirit, but it was not awake. I still don’t know its name, but I know how to call it.”



“What else did this sage teach you?”



Bennek shook his head. “It was not her purpose to teach me. She bespelled me and tried to send me to Édan.”



“Oh Bennek!”



“Later, the Snow Chanter sent the spirit of the tiger to instruct me. I learned to hide myself within the Mere, just as you do. And soon after, Jahallon said I must learn to speak to the minds of men, just as Édan is said to do.”



Lanyon stopped her work to gaze at him in astonishment.



Again resentment stirred in his heart. He asked her, Are you so surprised? When I spoke to you thus on the first day we met?



She turned back to her work. “I should not be surprised by anything anymore.”



I know this is a skill Édan possessed, but I am not Édan.



“I know you are not.”



From across the fire, Pantheren watched them with a wary expression. Lanyon traded a look with him, and then she turned again to Bennek. “To use the talisman, you must be able to guide the spell it carries as it passes through the Mere . . . you know this?”



Bennek nodded cautiously.



“Bennek, if something should happen to me—”



“Lanyon, don’t speak of—”



She set a finger against his lips, cool and slick with the oils of the fish she was handling. “Don’t flinch from it. If something should happen to me, you must wield the talisman. You have the will to do it. You have the strength. Promise me!”



How could he object? “I promise. I swear it.”



She nodded. “We will do what we must, come what may.”





◆





While they ate, they spoke of small things: the beauty of the northland, the hardiness of the horses, Kina’s excitement as she discovered Lanyon’s trail.






Night fell. Bennek and Pantheren went to check the horses, while Lanyon washed the cooking pot in the stream. Bennek noticed a tiny yellow star, low in the sky so that it seemed to sit on the summit of the highest peak in the northern range. He called Pantheren to look at it. “Have you ever seen that star before?”



“No, never,” he said, sounding perplexed. “I know all the stars around it, but that one is new to me. How can there be a new star?”



Lanyon came up from the stream to stand beside them. She too gazed at the star. She said, “As we came north, Ark told me we would soon see mountains in our path. ‘The Koro-kel runs from the east,’ he said, ‘until it meets the Tiyat-kel. Look upon these mountains on a clear evening, and on the highest peak that is still within sight of the Tiyat-kel, you will find the Storm Lair. You will see it from afar, for there is a light within it that never goes out. This is the seed of the lightning Siddél summons in his rages.’”



This recitation stunned Bennek to silence. He stared at the star, fists clenched, sensing an imminent end to the Long War—one way or another.



Pantheren, too, required time to recover his voice. When he did, he spoke in a low growl. “And so we have found him. Here is the mountain where he dwells. Here is the light within his lair.”



Bennek’s gaze remained fixed on the distant gleam. “I wonder how often Siddél may be found there?”



“Most often,” Lanyon said. “Siddél is a spirit of storm. His wrath cripples his judgment and allows him no rest. Ark said that for days at a time he will pace within his lair, his gaze turned south as he broods over his war. He also said that Jamu-karizen will visit him there now and again, to shake the foundation of his home and remind him of his displeasure.”



“We also will visit him,” Bennek said. “But we will be his last memory.”





◆





Back by the fire, Pantheren took up his blanket and his spear. “We have not kept a night watch on our journey north, but we’re in a new land now, with unknown dangers. Let us share the watch again. And since there is much for me to think on and I cannot yet sleep, I will take the first turn.”






“Wake me when you grow tired,” Bennek told him.



Pantheren disappeared into the darkness, and Lanyon curled up in the grass beside the fire.



“You don’t have a blanket,” Bennek realized.



“I have my coat.” She smiled at him in the firelight. “But I shall miss Ark’s grizzly fur.”



“We can share my blanket,” Bennek said. “And share one another’s warmth.”



“You don’t mind?”



“I don’t want you to be cold.”



She sat up again and slipped off the talisman. “Come then. Lie down beside me. The talisman will be safe between us.”



The grass rustled as they settled beneath Bennek’s blanket. Lanyon lay on her back with her eyes closed, but Bennek, listening to her breathing, knew she was not sleep.



“I have always imagined that you love me,” he whispered. “But do you?”



She blinked, and starlight glittered in her eyes. “I wish we had been born in the same time, but we were not.”



“That doesn’t matter! We are both here now.”



She wriggled onto her side, so that she faced him. Her fingers touched his lips. “Tomorrow we will ride into the mountains, and if all goes well, on the next day we will climb to the Storm Lair. I cannot see a time beyond that, Bennek.”



“I can,” he whispered fiercely. He caught her fingers and kissed them. “Do you love me, Lanyon?”



“You know that I do.”



“Then will you have me for a husband? This night, and all the ones to follow?”



She answered with a melancholy sigh. “And if I say that I will not have you? That you should not have come here? That my only desire is for you to set out tomorrow for the safety of Habaddon?”



He laughed softly. “That is not your desire, and it is not mine. Will you have me for your husband?”



“Is this truly your wish? Think on it carefully, Bennek. You know I do not treat my husbands kindly.”



He laughed again. “Do not jest! Say you will have me.”



“Wait then!” She sat up and slipped out of her coat. Then she picked up the talisman from between them and, wrapping it in the coat, she set it an arm’s reach away. “There. It is done.” She wriggled again under the blanket. “I have put him aside. Now, I will have you.”



He laughed for a third time, and the night seemed warm to them.









Chapter 10







The night was growing old when Bennek went with Kina to take the watch. He cautiously approached the little hillock where Pantheren stood with his blanket wrapped around him and his spear in hand. “Pantheren,” he called. “I have come late, and for that I offer apologies. You must have need of sleep.”






“What has wakened you? Is something stirring in your spirit sight?”



“No. If there is anything about, it’s hidden from me. It’s only my duty that has wakened me, though you should have called me sooner.”



“I’ve been watching the star that gleams from the Storm Lair. Most often it flickers and flares in a quiet way, but sometimes it disappears altogether for one or two heartbeats . . . as if someone has walked in front of it.”



Bennek looked up hungrily at the golden light that was the seed of Siddél’s lightning. “Do you think he is at home?”



“I hope it is so, but if he is away, we will lie in wait for him.” Pantheren picked up his bow, ready to return to the fire.



Bennek said, “She is my wife now.”



Pantheren nodded. “Does this change what we intend?”



“No. Tomorrow we climb the mountain.”



“I wish you many happy years together.”



“I thank you. I know it will be so.”





◆





Bennek was still standing watch when dawn began to brighten the eastern sky. Soon after, he heard a stirring in the camp, so he called Kina to him and made his way down from the hillock to investigate. Pantheren still slept beside the remains of the fire, but Lanyon had slipped away. He followed her tracks through the wet grass, finding her beside the stream, filling the water skins. She greeted him with a brilliant smile and he soon discovered that though the grass was soaked with a heavy dew, she didn’t mind it.






Later, as the eastern sky blazed with the near-presence of the sun, they huddled together on a smooth stone by the riverbank. After a time, Bennek reached to untie the leather thong that held the pendant his mother had given him. Taking Lanyon’s hand, he laid it in her palm. “You wouldn’t accept this when I tried to give it to you before. Now that you are my wife, will you wear it?”



She studied it, her fingers following the shape of its weave: a fiery sun rising within a shallow triangle of twining vines. “This is a rare and precious gift. It’s a remembrance of the time your family was whole. I would not have it lost to you.”



“Why should it be lost?”



She shook her head, unwilling to answer this simple question. “It’s just that I would have you wear it a little longer.” And though he protested, she fastened it again around his neck.



After that she set about gathering strawberries from the bank and mussels from the streambed, and when she had enough they returned to camp and breakfasted together with Pantheren.



Lanyon wanted to hear more from Pantheren about the renewal of Beyna Forest, and how the Samokeäns of the Cavern had learned to use their pyres to release the magic of Siddél back into the Wild. She listened closely to all that he had to say, and then she turned to Bennek. “What does Jahallon think of our Samokeän friends? I know he has always been wary of such arts.”



Bennek and Pantheren both grew still. When they traded a look, Bennek was first to turn away.



Lanyon’s smile faded. “Is there some dreadful news you have not told me? Is Habaddon in danger?”



“Habaddon is protected by all those who love her,” Pantheren said.



“What then? Why will you not speak?”



“It’s hard to find the courage,” Bennek confessed. “The joy of finding you was so sweet after such grief.”



“Grief? What has brought you grief? Bennek, you must tell me at once!”



He would have preferred to speak of anything else. “It is Jahallon. He is gone. There at the end of the battle of the Glycian, Siddél came and unbound the spell that held Jahallon all these years in the world.”



Lanyon drew back, horrorstruck. She shook her head, refusing to believe such a thing. “No. It cannot be.”



“I did not want to believe it either,” Pantheren said. “But I watched the waxy pallor of death steal over Jahallon’s face in the hours that followed. He is gone.”



A shudder ran through her, frightening to see, as if her spirit was shrugging free of her body. “Is this the judgment of the One? Have we lost?”



Pantheren met her anxious gaze. “Siddél would have us believe that.”



“But do you believe it?”



“I do not. The Snow Chanter does not.”



“Nor do I,” said Bennek. “The people are strong and our place is here, in the Wild.”



She bowed her head. “I will hold onto my courage, as Jahallon would have wished . . . and the truth of it will be revealed to us very soon.”





◆





They set out under blue skies, but as the morning advanced, clouds gathered around the peaks. Bennek watched the marshaling of the storm with wary eyes. “Could Siddél be aware of us?” he wondered.






“We can’t know,” Pantheren answered. “Though I think his attention is turned to Habaddon, and his dark mood a reflection of what goes on there. Still, let’s keep within the trees for as long as we can, and frustrate any eyes that might be gazing from above.”



Lanyon rode behind Bennek, her arms around his waist and her head turned, her cheek resting against his back. His heart ached for her, but remembering his own shock and grief, he let her be, knowing it was too early to offer comfort.



In midafternoon, the storm finally broke among the peaks. They’d reached the mountain’s lower slopes when, high above, thunder boomed and crashed and rumbled, and lightning flashed. No rain fell, but the air felt alive with a shimmering, crackling energy.



The news of Jahallon’s death had left Lanyon dazed, hardly aware of where she was or what passed around her. But the violence of Siddél’s thunder woke her. She felt the shock of it in her bones, felt her grief shaken loose.



Let it go! she chided herself, because grief was a distraction, a burden too heavy to carry to the summit. Duty required her to set it loose. She’d had to do the same when she’d lost her children, her brothers, her parents. Hers was the discipline of the Kyramanthes people, who had learned long ago never to be undone by grief.



She lifted her head from Bennek’s shoulder. She sat up straight, resolved to do what must be done.



Bennek felt the change in her. He looked over his shoulder, to find her gazing up at the black clouds and bright lightning. For the first time since they’d started out that morning, she volunteered words: “Siddél doesn’t know we’re here or his wrath would be directed at us.” A coldly blunt assessment that made him shiver.



“Are you well?” he asked.



“Well enough.” Her gaze came down from the heights to look at him. “This will be our last night. We must find a hidden place to camp, and make no fire.”



The literal meaning of her words left Bennek chilled. “This will be our last night before we meet Siddél,” he amended.



Lanyon accepted this with a shrug. “Just so.” But he did not think it was agreement he saw in her eyes.





◆





They made a camp high in the foothills, up against a short wall of rock. Overhanging trees sheltered them from the sight of any who might be higher on the mountain, while a lush grove around their campsite hid them from below.






Bennek and Pantheren tended the horses while Lanyon prepared a cold supper. Rain fell in the night, but they were spared the worst against the shelter of the rock. Gray morning came, revealing a forest laden with beads and droplets of water. They shivered in their coats, eating a cold breakfast. The horses were saddled and they set out again, moving cautiously in the half-light beneath the trees.



Now and then, Bennek glimpsed the owl spirit soaring beyond the lacework branches. Perhaps she’d frightened the birds, because few sang. A hush lay over the morning. No thunder spoke from the peaks. If Siddél was at home, he was resting.



The slope grew steep. Their progress slowed. Twice they backtracked to find a path the horses could manage.



The third time they were stymied, Pantheren said, “We can go faster on foot. Let’s hobble the horses here among the trees and take with us only what we’ll need this day.”



“Let’s free them instead,” Lanyon answered from her seat behind Bennek. She turned sideways, slipping a leg beneath her, before dropping lightly to the ground. “It would be cruel to leave them hobbled if it’s not our fate to return.”



“We can’t set them loose,” Bennek objected. “They’ll wander from the trees. Then Édan may see them, and know we’re here.”



Pantheren dismounted. “Bennek is right. We slay them now or hobble them, but they must not be seen.”



“Hobble them,” Bennek said quickly. “We will return. I know we will. All of us. Lanyon, you must believe it.”



“I pray you are right.” But again, it was not agreement he saw in her eyes.





◆





Kina grew restless after they left the horses behind. She whined softly, and every few steps she stopped to sample the air until a soft breeze sighed upslope, rustling the canopy and shaking loose a shower of raindrops. The messages the breeze carried seized Kina’s attention. Her head snapped around to stare back, downhill, the way they had come. She held her ears pricked, and every muscle in her body grew taut with excitement.






“Leash her,” Pantheren warned under his breath.



Bennek grabbed for her scruff. But with a high-pitched yip, she bounded out of reach. Her tail wagged madly as she raced away through the trees. In just a few strides she was gone from sight, though Bennek could hear her crackling passage through the undergrowth for several seconds more. Strangely, she did not bay on the scent—and he did not dare to break the quiet of the forest to call her back.



“He is coming,” Lanyon concluded in a bitter whisper. “Kina has found him.”



“No.” Bennek took half a step as if to follow the dog. “She doesn’t know Édan. Why would she run to greet him?”



“Because she doesn’t understand his evil! To her, he is only one among the people.”



“It’s not her way to greet strangers.”



Pantheren stared after the vanished dog. “I think Lanyon must be right and Kina has discovered someone else in these woods. If it is not Édan, it must be one of his people, with Édan close by.”



“And yet still behind us.” Lanyon turned, studying the slope above them, seeking the best path among the trees. “We must climb quickly, and come to the summit before him.”



“And if Siddél is not there?” Pantheren asked her.



All that day, Bennek had seen no sign of fear in Lanyon, but suddenly she was trembling. “If we are forced to wait for the monster’s return, Édan will surely catch up with us.”



“Better to face him here than at the summit,” Pantheren concluded.



“War Father, no! You cannot face him. You cannot beat him.”



“We can,” Pantheren said. “Take heart, for out of Jahallon’s death came one great gift.” He looked to Bennek.



“It’s true, Lanyon. There is a spell that binds Édan to the world. I know how to find it. I know how to call it into the light and when I do, Édan will be undone, just as Jahallon was on that day.”



She looked at him doubtfully. “The Darkness claimed to know such a spell, but he did not tell it to me. How did you learn it? Oh . . . you learned it from Siddél. But Bennek, how can it help you? How can you get close to him? Édan has the fire spell!”



“I have the fire spell. And I have Pantheren to aid me.”



She considered this, then straightened her shoulders. “It frightens me, War Father, but I think you are right. We must confront him or he will hinder us in our hunt. Come.”



To Bennek’s surprise, she set off immediately, following Kina downhill. He sprang after her, caught her arm. “Lanyon, this task is for me and Pantheren. You should go on to the summit.”



She yanked her arm free, suddenly furious. “To what end?” she demanded. “If Édan defeats you, he will surely defeat me when I am alone. Better to face him together. If we fail, the outcome will be the same.”



Pantheren sighed heavily. “Again, she is right. But Bennek will go first. His eyes and ears are sharpest. Lanyon, you will follow behind me.”





◆





Bennek went swiftly, following the scuffs left by Kina’s paws in the leaf litter. She had not followed their trail back, but had veered east, into an unexplored reach of the forest. He went with spear in hand, his gaze searching the shadows. He sniffed at the air. He listened for any odd sound . . . but Kina stayed silent. No bark, no yip, no howl came back to him, and though he searched with his spirit sight he couldn’t discover even a shadow of her presence. Grief weighed on his heart; he feared the sorcerer had already struck her down.






The trail led him down into a moist hollow. Bracken grew waist-high between the tree trunks. The air was very still. As he waded through the ferns he felt a damp presence purl up from the ground. It rose from under the ferns in tendrils of gray mist that collected among the trees. Within seconds, the forest stood veiled in a thick fog.



Pantheren hissed in apprehension. “Whose sorcery is this?”



Lanyon gasped. Bennek turned at the sound. Above her, the gray vapor rolled in an uncanny fashion, curling and turning as it formed itself into a translucent figure, a woman, adrift among the branches, floating with her head down as if she were a swimmer searching the depths of a lake.



She was searching for them. Her gaze found Lanyon first, then Pantheren, then Bennek.



“Speak,” Lanyon whispered. “Never again will I disregard you.”



The Inyomere of the mist replied, “Your hunt has gone astray. Where is your enemy? He is ahead, not behind.”



“Blessed One, we hunt Édan first so that he will not hinder us when we finally come to the Storm Lair to seek Siddél.”



The scent of well-worn leather tickled Bennek’s nose, while through the Mere he sensed the gravity of a hidden presence. He turned at once.



From the woods below there came a faint rustle, a glint of white.



Pantheren saw it too. He stepped past Bennek, ready to cast his spear, while Bennek reached for the fire spell—but he still could not see or sense his foe. The nape of his neck tingled. Hadn’t the mist warned them? Your enemy is ahead, not behind.



He turned around again, certain now that Édan had not come alone, and indeed, just steps beyond Lanyon, emerging from the fog, he saw the silhouette of a warrior, bow drawn.



Bennek cocked his arm to throw his spear.



At the same time, a cry came from the woods downslope, soft, yet pitched high with fright. “War Father, stop him!”



Bennek cast the spear, but Pantheren slapped the shaft, sending the spear askew into the trees. Bennek cried out in frustration, but Pantheren ignored him. Staring downslope, he whispered in astonishment, “Lehe?”



Bennek didn’t know which way to turn. He risked a glance over his shoulder, and there, a few steps farther along the track they had followed, a slight young woman emerged from behind a fog-shrouded tree. Bennek didn’t know her.



He looked again at the warrior who stood now only an arm’s length from Lanyon—and to his astonishment he realized it was Kit, with an arrow nocked in his bow, a rosy flush in his cheeks, and Kina leashed at his side.



“Greetings, Bennek,” Kit said with a weak grin. “I pray you will forgive me. I nearly killed you, thinking you were Édan.”









Chapter 11







Bennek stared, dumbfounded, at Kit. His heart raced, and despite the fog, his throat had gone dry. “Kit! You thought I was Édan? But I made the same mistake with you. How is it you are here? How is it I could not see you with my spirit sight?”






Kit looked beyond Bennek with an affectionate smile. “Lehe is a powerful witch. She has cast a glamour on my presence in the Mere.” He turned to Lanyon next, and hugged her with one arm around her shoulders. “Lanyon, greetings! I knew you would find your way back.”



“Kit!” With tentative fingers she stroked his hideously scarred cheek where the arowl had ravaged him. “I have heard somewhat of this story.”



Kit answered with a cocksure smile, his arm still around her shoulders. “We will tell a better tale this time.”



Bennek stepped forward, feeling more annoyance than joy now that his fear had passed. “Lanyon is my wife now.”



Kit looked at Lanyon with an affected sympathy. “I foresaw it long ago. It is a hard fate, but I wish you joy.”



She smiled despite the shadow in her eyes. “Still the same Kit.” Then she ducked free of his arm. “Be assured, I have known joy.”



“As have I.” He turned to Lehe with a flirtatious smile and she ran to him, huddling under the arm that had so recently embraced Lanyon. “Lehe is my wife now.”



“Another dire fate long foreseen,” Pantheren said, surprising them all with the hard edge in his voice. “Lehe! You were to go south with the boats.”



Lehe flinched. Her worried gaze went to the Inyomere of mist that presently watched over them. “We set out in the boats, but the mist on the river was so thick we put ashore again. Then when the sun came out we lingered, hoping for news.”



“And so I found her,” Kit said, as if to defy Pantheren’s judgment. “You remember? After the battle I left with Jakurian to hunt Édan.”



“Uleál sent couriers. You were supposed to turn back.”



“Jakurian’s brother is not my chieftain.”



“Nor is he mine,” Lehe said softly. “Jakurian returned, but we went on, following Édan’s trail even to this mountain.”



“Then he truly is here?” Lanyon asked, her fear quickening again. “We thought . . . when Kina ran off . . . but then she found you—”



“Where is Édan now?” Pantheren interrupted.



“We don’t know,” Kit said. “Lehe kept us well hidden”—his gaze turned thoughtfully to Bennek—“even from you, my cousin. Do not scowl! When Kina found me just now I was sure you must be dead. Forgive me if I am pleased it is not so.”



Shame rose in Bennek. “I am sorry. It’s only that we are on edge. We thought Kina was following Édan’s trail.”



“Édan began to hide his trail two days ago. At first I feared he was aware of us, but now I think it’s because he knew Lanyon was close.”



“How far ahead was he?” Pantheren asked. “How many ride with him?”



Lehe answered. “He rides alone. At first he had several of his warriors with him, but after two days he sent them back. We had to make the horse lie down in the grass or they would have seen us as they went south.”



Kit added, “There was little threat from the arowl, and Lehe says it’s easier for Édan to hide from Siddél when he is alone . . . maybe it was easier for him to go swiftly, too. He always rode on into the night, while we were forced to stop each evening when it was too dark to find his trail. We were at least two days behind him, the last time we found a camp. Perhaps he is not even on this mountain—but two nights past we saw a light at the summit and we guessed it had to do with him. So we came.”



“That was the light of the Storm Lair,” Bennek said. “Siddél’s lightning pot.”



Lanyon spoke in a flat voice that masked despair. “Édan must be there now if he was two days ahead of you. He is waiting for us.”



Pantheren saw it differently. “Why would he go to the Storm Lair and risk Siddél’s notice when he still doesn’t have the talisman? No, he will have found some lower vantage where he can wait, and watch for you to come.”



“Now we know he is here,” Bennek said. He looked at Pantheren. “We draw him out.”



Pantheren nodded, while Lanyon looked from one to the other without understanding. “What? What are you thinking?”



Pantheren lifted the fine chain he wore around his neck, drawing out an amulet he’d kept hidden beneath his shirt—a tiny golden bird that flashed and sparkled despite the gloom.



Lanyon drew back, eyes wide. “That is a spell,” she said, with suspicion. “Where did you get it? What is it for?”



“Édan gave it to me that night Zavoy died.”



Kit scowled. “I was there. I don’t remember an amulet.”



“You were in no fit state to remember.” To Lanyon, he said, “Édan gave it to me that I might summon him if ever I should find you again.”



“You kept it. Why?”



“Not to betray you.”



She flushed and looked away.



“But against such a chance as this. Lanyon, truly, the time has come for you to climb the mountain. Now you will not be alone. Kit and Lehe will go with you. It is your task to seek out and slay Siddél. Bennek will come with me. It is our task to lure Édan away, and to stop him if we can.”



“No.” Lanyon turned to Bennek. “No, no, no. You do not need to do this.” She appealed to the spirit of mist who still loomed above them, entangled in the branches. “What can be seen past your veils?”



The mist answered in a whispery voice that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. “Nothing may be seen if I will it.”



“Long ago you listened to Édan’s prayer and you raised your veils around me. I was lost and could not go home. Hear my prayer now. Wrap us in your mists and fogs so we may climb unseen to the summit. The Snow Chanter would make the same prayer, she who has danced with you at season’s turning ever since you were wakened to the Wild.”



“This prayer I have already granted, little sister. Climb now, while I am strong.”



“Climb,” Pantheren echoed. “Go with Kit and Lehe while the veils of the mist can hide you.”



“But we can all go,” Lanyon insisted. “Bennek—”



He took her hands. “I know the spell that will bring down Édan. This is my task. But don’t be afraid. Afterward, we’ll follow you. Lanyon. Do not look at me so. We will be together again.”



She said, “I know we will be.”



But it was not belief he saw in her eyes.





◆





Lanyon climbed with Kit and Lehe. The dense fog hid them from Édan’s sight, but not from his hearing, so they went as quietly as possible, and no one spoke.






Kit led the way. He could see no more than two spear lengths in any direction, so it was only the slope of the land that let him guess where they were going. Lehe followed him, and then Lanyon. Kina came along too, much against her will. She stayed with them only because Kit kept her on a leash.



Every few minutes, they stopped to listen, while Kina sniffed the air. Lanyon kept a close eye on her, but the dog gave no sign of anything amiss.



They had just resumed walking when Lanyon heard a faint voice crying. She stopped again, holding her breath to listen. Lehe stopped too. Turning back, she traded a puzzled look with Lanyon. Kit went on for several steps, not realizing anything had changed—until Lehe spoke.



“That was a voice within the Mere,” she said to Lanyon. “Yet it was not a spirit.”



Lanyon caught her breath, realizing what it had to be. “The spell Pantheren carried!” she whispered. “That was its voice. They’ve released it—and summoned Édan.”



She turned away from Lehe, overcome by a perverse curiosity. Was Édan truly here? She had to know. So for just a moment, she let her glamour slip.



Édan was alert, of course. He had come north, seeking her—



No. He sought the talisman. He sensed its presence, but to find it, he had to first find her.



The moment she revealed herself, he reacted: Lanyon! At last. Do not be afr—



A tiny cry escaped her as she hid herself again, enfolding her spirit in a glamour so deep, no voice could reach her and no spirit perceive where she passed.



Lehe had sensed the moment. She saw Lanyon trembling and hugged her. “Don’t fear. He can’t see you. He can only follow the voice of Pantheren’s spell.”



“Yes,” she said weakly. “I know you are right.”



But how could she hope for such a thing? How could she hope that Édan would seek out Bennek and Pantheren?



How could she hope he would not?



She turned to Kit. “We must hurry.”



“We can try, but Édan might still be above us. We have to stay silent.”



They went on, and within half a mile, the forest began to thin. Soon it gave way altogether to austere, stony slopes where spindly trees huddled among shrubs with tiny quivering leaves. Mist wrapped close. All was dripping. Water clung to the leaves and to their hair, and though it had not truly rained, their coats soaked through. But the endless dripping had also softened the leaf litter beneath their feet, quieting their passage, and the constant patter masked the small sounds they made.



Perhaps an hour had gone by when suddenly Kina lunged against her leash, whining frantically, struggling to escape back down the mountain. In a panic, Kit grabbed her nose to silence her. “Kina!”



Terror gripped Lanyon as she felt the Mere shudder—and then a spirit wind roared through it. Instinct told her to make herself small, to hide. She dropped into a crouch, head bowed, hands clapped over her ears. But as quickly as it came, the storm passed. In its wake, she was left dizzy, reeling with a sickening emptiness.



Lehe was equally affected. She huddled on her knees, forehead pressed to the dry grass, breathing hard.



“What?” Kit whispered. “What has happened?”



Lanyon drew a trembling breath, mystified and frightened. “I don’t know.”





◆





Pantheren and Bennek traversed the mountain, moving west until they left the fog behind. They came to a small meadow with a tumble of boulders on one side—the remnant of a long-ago avalanche. Pantheren had no idea what would happen when he released the spell, but he hoped the open ground of the meadow would allow him to see Édan coming . . . if it was possible to see Édan at all.






“Stay quiet,” he warned Bennek. “Do not raise your weapons against him. Don’t let him know you’re here. Your only task is to unbind the spell that holds him to the world.”



The owl spirit appeared out of nowhere as Bennek went to hide amid the boulders. She soared in a slow circle just above the waist-high grass, waiting until Bennek ducked down out of sight. Then she went to join him.



This vexed Pantheren. Why had she come now? If he had seen her sooner, if he had known where she was, he would have sent her with Lanyon . . . assuming the tart little spirit would ever consent to do what he asked. He made his way through the trees to the south end of the meadow, praying Bennek would not rile her—and that she would not give his position away.



Scattered drops of rain fell from black clouds that promised much more to come. He hurried on, taking a position within a thicket at the edge of the trees. He hoped his distance from Bennek would spare the boy any ill effects from the summoning spell.



He lifted the chain from his neck. The tiny bird spun and swayed, glimmering impatiently. Release this bird, Édan had said, long ago. I will hear its song.



With a sharp jerk, Pantheren broke the chain. The bird spread its wings and soared free. Within a heartbeat it shimmered out of sight into the Fourth Way.



A second passed, then another, and a handful more. Pantheren heard a voice speaking—but he did not hear it with his ears. This voice spoke within his own thoughts.



You are hidden from me . . . why? . . . but stay, stay. The spell has left a path for me to follow.



Relief washed over Pantheren and he let go a breath he had not realized he was holding. Édan was coming! He was following the spell back to its source. Oh, how he had feared the little bird would somehow fly to Lanyon and mark her. Thanks to the One, that it was not so!



Pantheren had told Bennek, Watch for me. When you see me step out into the open, you’ll know the hunt has begun.



He moved out into the meadow, waited several heartbeats, then faded back to stand within the cover of the thicket. Rain drizzled, as most of an hour passed.



Then, without scent or sound to warn him, he felt a heavy hand on his shoulder and the cold sting of a sharp blade against his throat. The veil Édan had wrapped himself in fell away. Pantheren heard the sorcerer’s heart beating, smelled the sweat and the rain on his coat, and felt Édan’s warm breath against his cheek. Despite the itching trickle of warm blood down his neck, he held himself perfectly still.



Édan spoke softly. “I know Jahallon kept a young sorcerer at his right hand. Is he here with you?”



Pantheren felt sure the flush of heat across his skin would betray him, but he lied anyway. “I am alone.”



Édan affected puzzlement. “It was hard for me to find you. A glamour hides you from my sight within the Mere. Is this your own skill, War Father?”



“Lanyon protects me.”



“She is not here!”



“She is hidden.”



“The talisman is not here! Its presence cannot be hidden. You lured me here . . . to open the way for her?”



When Pantheren didn’t answer, Édan’s grip on his shoulder tightened. “Summon this young sorcerer.”



“I am alone.”



Across the meadow an owl took flight. Pantheren watched it, as did Édan. It soared toward them, until it reached the edge of the meadow. There it hovered, before settling to the grass—an owl no longer, but a little girl—gazing up at them as they stood locked together.



“Why have you come, little sister?” Édan asked her.



Disdain showed in her eyes. “Are you one among the Inyomere, to speak to me as kin? But I have come to unbind the glamour I laid on this one at the prayer of the Snow Chanter, now that it does him no good.”



“It was you,” Édan mused in real surprise.



The knife drifted from Pantheren’s throat. Pantheren felt the lapse and wrenched away. Édan let him go. The owl was his quarry now. Even as she became a bird again and took flight, Édan hurled his knife.



The blade struck her in the chest and disappeared, hilt and all, leaving behind a gaping black hole. It was as if the knife pinned her in the air, for there she hung, a little girl again but with wings for arms and a death pallor on her face. Pantheren staggered, overcome with horror.



With a whirr and a rush her spirit unwound. A vortex of feathers spewed from her black wound, and behind that hurtling storm came Darkness, a light-swallowing flood that swept under the trees, advancing so swiftly Pantheren was caught even as he turned to flee. Darkness tangled his feet, it tumbled him to the forest floor and then it flowed over him, stealing his vision. Its familiar, reverberant voice rattled his bones as it commanded him, “Be still.”



He went limp, counting his heartbeats, their pace frantic at first but quickly slowing. He could hear nothing else; he could see nothing, smell nothing. He lost count past a thousand and started counting again.



The Darkness rolled away.



As daylight burst over him, Pantheren found himself lying on his back, staring up at the forest canopy. And though it was only the gray daylight beneath black clouds and looming trees, his eyes saw it as a violent brightness. With a stiff cry he flung himself over to hide from it. Darkness still shadowed the forest floor, but as he watched, it sank away into the leaf litter, returning to the underworld, leaving no trace behind.



Bennek came running. “War Father? Ah, you’re bleeding!” He dropped to his knees, to check the wound at Pantheren’s throat.



“Leave it! It’s nothing. Where is Édan?”



Bennek sat back on his heels. “I never saw him, but I found the spell that binds him. It’s ominous—horrible and dark—and it’s protected. A glamour wraps it that pushed my will away. I was trying to find a way past it when I saw . . . no, I felt . . . the owl, she . . . . War Father, what happened? Your own glamour vanished, and darkness rose up beneath the trees. I thought Édan had murdered you.”



Pantheren got to his feet. He picked up the bow he had dropped. “Édan murdered her . . . the little owl spirit. The Darkness passed through her blackened heart and threw his cloak over me. If not for him I know Édan would have murdered me too. He had no reason to let me live . . . but what reason did the Darkness have to help me?”



Bennek looked plaintive. “I think the Darkness does only what Jamu-karizen commands, but please. There is no time to puzzle it out. I failed to stop Édan and now he will surely make straight for the summit.”



“We will catch him,” Pantheren promised. “And you will have a second chance.”









Chapter 12







Lanyon’s chest heaved as she climbed after Kit; behind her she heard Lehe’s harsh breathing. There was not air enough at these heights! They had climbed far above the region of stunted trees. Even the hardy shrubs had been left behind. Now they faced slopes of bare stone and teetering rubble.






They stopped to rest every few minutes—there was no choice in it—though they never lingered long for it was cold. Bitterly cold. Summer had been forgotten in that high place. Ice sheeted the puddles, and in the lee of the boulders there huddled tattered cloaks of snow.



“I think Siddél does not live here alone,” Lehe whispered as they made ready to climb again. “Surely the spirit of winter is awake in this place.”



They climbed through the fog up a long talus slope, only to be stopped by a low face of sheer stone. They traversed its base, and after a few minutes the slope opened up and they could climb again. A faint breeze stirred the mist. Kina, still on her leash, stopped abruptly. Her ears pricked, listening. Lanyon swept off her hood so she could listen too.



From above, there came a distant, deep rushing roar. It had the sound of a great cataract, though she knew it to be a gale, pouring across the high slopes and scouring the summit. Riding above that throaty voice was a weird keening. Lanyon held her breath to hear it better: a remote chorus of haunting wails that rolled down from the upper slopes, a discordant sound, lost a moment later behind a rumble of far-away thunder.



Kit looked at her. “That was not the howling of arowl.”



“Bennek said there are no arowl anywhere around here.” Lanyon’s words faltered around a sudden constriction in her throat. Would she know if Bennek were dead? Would she feel it?



She pushed the thought away. “Let’s go on.”



As they climbed higher, the wailing became easier to hear. There was no pattern to it. It would fade and rise and fade again. Sometimes it would fall silent. But always it returned, louder than before.



Meanwhile, their ascent was bringing them into the reach of the wind.



At first it gusted around them, buffeting them with its icy breath, but before long they were awash in a river of air that tore at their hoods and coats, and froze their fingers, and their faces too, if they dared to look up. The fog billowed past at frightful speeds, but ever more fog rode in on the wind and they were not revealed.



Finally, they reached a plateau.



Through a gloom of swirling mist, Lanyon saw the silhouettes of giant boulders, some the size of a shed, others looming as tall as a keep. The wind raced between them.



Lehe grabbed Lanyon’s hand. “Where do we go now?”



Lanyon couldn’t feel any warmth in Lehe’s fingers. For herself, she was so cold her bones ached. Wind howled in her ears and cracked her lips. She longed to find a sheltered place in the lee of a boulder where she could huddle with Lehe and Kit and get warm, but she said, “I think we should follow the wailing sound.”



Kit nodded, and set off first again. Lanyon tucked her fingers under her folded arms and trudged after him. Gravel crunched under her feet, while the strange wailing grew ever louder. She listened to it, listened to its rising and falling voice, and it was some time before she remembered to look up. When she did, she saw ahead of them, high up, a golden light, muted by fog. She stopped to stare at it.



Lehe bumped into her. She seemed smaller, shrunken by the cold, but when she spoke, Lanyon heard wonder in her voice. “That’s the star we saw from the lowlands.”



Kit came back to stand beside them. “Siddél’s lightning pot.”



Lanyon nodded. “Pray he is at home.”



The fog closed in, hiding the beacon from their sight. They pressed on. Soon they found themselves at the base of a sheer black cliff. It towered above them, at least seventy feet high, its upper reaches hidden in fog.



Lehe spoke for all of them, “How can we climb that?”



Skeins of fog ghosted across the cliff’s black face. It looked too smooth, too sheer to be natural. Had Siddél shaped it to make his home impregnable? If so, time had betrayed him. As they wandered south they discovered that the quakes of Jamu-karizen had cracked the black stone. Ice had seeped in, prying open the cliff over uncounted winters. They found several fissures that cut deep into its face, each filled with crumbled stone, tumbled flakes, and pockets of treacherous ice.



“One missed step,” Kit said, “and all that loose rock will fall.”



Lehe shivered and shook in the blasting wind. “We have to try climbing it. The afternoon is growing old. We can’t be here when night comes. We won’t survive.”



“We have to hurry,” Lanyon agreed. “But we gain nothing if we die in the climb. Come. Let’s see if there’s a better way.”



They continued to the plateau’s southern edge, where they found a precipice that fell away an untold distance into the fog. Turning back, they searched the northern side, but there too the cliff ended with a sheer drop into a gray void.



Still, their explorations had turned up a fissure deeper than any other, with a gentler grade. They returned to it, agreeing it was the best choice for their climb.



Kit stooped to let Kina off her leash. “It’s too steep. She won’t be able to follow us.” He secured his bow and spear in their cases. “I’ll go first.”



An apron of rubble filled the fissure’s mouth. Kit clambered across it, with Lehe following close behind. She carried only her pack and a small skinning knife. She had no weapons.



Lanyon made sure her bow was secure. Then she knelt to hug Kina. “Wait here for Bennek,” she commanded. “But if it’s Édan who comes . . .” Her voice caught, and after all, the dog would not understand.





◆





Pantheren climbed through the fog, growing ever more angry. All their efforts, all their struggles these past two years meant nothing. All that mattered was that Lanyon succeed against Siddél now, on this day, for failure would call down the judgment of Jamu-karizen.






And yet, Bennek was distracted.



Though he matched the brutal pace Pantheren set, he moved like a man in shock, overwhelmed by his thoughts and sparing scant attention for the path they took or for the dangers ahead.



They had long since left the forest behind. Mist hung thick around them as they struggled up a scree-covered slope. Bennek had slipped twice already. When it happened a third time, Pantheren stopped short and turned around.



“Where are your thoughts?” he whispered harshly. “You walk like a man half-asleep when your new wife has need of you! If you slip again and break your leg, she is lost. We are all lost. Do not allow yourself to be undone by worry, or by your failure to stop Édan. We will catch him. But fix your mind to it.”



Bennek stood a step below, breathing hard and looking shame-faced. “Forgive me, War Father. I will do better. Let us go on.” After a few more steps, he added, in a low voice broken by the harsh rhythm of his breathing, “It’s just . . . I’ve been thinking on the glamour Édan put around the spell . . . I think maybe it’s the same trick Lehe uses to hide Kit . . . and I’ve worked it out . . . I’ve used it . . . to hide you from Édan again . . . at least . . . within the Mere.”



So, another clever trick. Yet Pantheren was hardly mollified. Once ignited, his temper did not easily give way. “It’s not me who matters!” he snapped. “Can you break the glamour that hides the spell?”



“I can. I will.”





◆






The climb up through the fissure was made treacherous by ice, loose rock, the merciless cold, and Lanyon’s own weariness. Worse, she could see no end to it. The cliff just kept rising higher and higher into the fog, while the wailing chorus from above grew ever louder.






After a time, she stopped to catch her breath and to warm her tortured fingers beneath her arms. She possessed only one of the snug gloves Zavoy had made for her. A scrap of cloth wrapped her other hand, though it hardly helped to keep out the cold. She looked up at Lehe, climbing a few steps above her. Kit had disappeared into the fog.



At a lull in the wailing voices, Lanyon set out again. She’d taken only a few steps when she heard a soft cry and then a clatter of stones. Glancing up, she saw Lehe sliding toward her, carried on a bed of tumbling rubble.



Scrambling aside so the falling rock would not take her down too, Lanyon braced herself, and as Lehe slid past she grabbed a pack strap. Lehe’s weight yanked her half around. Her feet went out from under her. She landed hard on her hip and started to slide too, but then she jammed her elbow into a niche of rock. A shocking pain shot up through her arm, made worse by the cold. She cried out, but held on, pressing her head against the freezing stone until the pain began to ease. Lehe whimpered beside her, while the little avalanche slowly petered out.



Kit was back with them. “Lehe, are you all right? Lanyon?”



“Just bruised,” Lanyon said through gritted teeth. Rubbing her elbow, she forced herself to sit up. Kit helped Lehe to her feet, embracing her in a warm hug.



Lanyon did not begrudge the care he showed Lehe. She was his wife, after all. But of the three of them, only Lanyon could wield the talisman. Stern necessity demanded that she at least should get to the top alive. “We can’t risk another accident. I’m going first.”



Kit looked at her over Lehe’s shoulder and nodded. He understood.



Lanyon got to her feet. Her hip ached, her elbow throbbed, and she shook with cold and with exhaustion. None of it matters. She eyed the rocks ahead, picked out a path, and resumed the climb. The chorus of wails was not loud enough to mask her harsh breathing.



The first time she slipped, she caught herself. The next time, she felt Lehe’s hand bracing her thigh. After that she concentrated on each step, each hand hold, her attention so closely fixed on the ascent that her arrival at the summit came as a surprise. The wailing grew suddenly sharp and vibrant, and she realized she was looking over the rim.



She ducked back down.



“We are there,” she whispered to Lehe, who looked up at her with wide, wild eyes.



Balancing carefully, Lanyon shrugged off her bow case and the leather case that held the talisman. She took out the talisman, and set it against the bowstring. Then, still crouching, she peered cautiously past the cliff’s edge.



They had come to a second plateau, but this was the summit. There was no further height to climb—and the Storm Lair loomed before her.



Never had Lanyon imagined such a strange edifice, so unlike any house of the people. No walls enclosed it—and why should they? Siddél was the storm. He despised walls and welcomed the wind and the whipping fog. His home was a maze of hundreds of black stone arches, their smooth faces wet. Slick and glistening. Many of these arches stood unencumbered beneath the sky. Others supported narrow, vaulted roofs—but these roofs did not offer shelter. Instead they funneled the wind, sending it wailing among flutes hollowed from the black stone, so that the Lair sang with the voice of the brewing storm. The arches aligned to define twisting, forking passages. These screened the heart of the Storm Lair, but only as the trees in a forest will hide the secrets within: by sheer number alone.



Glinting from that hidden heart was a fierce light that cast golden rays against the streaming fog.



Lanyon clambered out of the fissure. The wind gusted, almost knocking her down. Holding tight to her bow, she moved away from the edge, with Lehe and Kit following. They rested a moment, standing together, drinking what little water had not yet turned to ice.



Kit was repacking his water skin when Kina’s voice rang out from below in a fierce warning bark. Lanyon flinched, and Lehe’s eyes went wide in terror. Kit crept back to the rim, but when he looked down he could see only fog.



Somewhere in that mist Kina kept barking and barking and barking, a high-pitched, fearful noise that beat at Lanyon’s skull and made her knees weak. Kina would never greet Bennek or Pantheren with such a voice. So it must be that Édan had come . . . and Bennek and Pantheren had fallen. Bowing her head, Lanyon fought against icy tears. No need to cry. Soon it would be over.



Kina’s voice grew fainter, as if retreating across the plateau, and soon she could not be heard at all.



Lanyon drew a sharp breath. Despite the dim light, everything around her appeared suddenly bright and clear. She said, “I have to find Siddél before Édan comes.”



Lehe had been huddling in Kit’s arms. But now he whispered something to her and they stepped apart. He set an arrow to his bowstring. Lanyon saw no regret in his gaze, no fear—just determination. “Let’s go.”



“No, wait,” Lehe said. “Lanyon, surely we should hide ourselves with the Hunter’s Veil?”



“There’s no time, and anyway, I don’t think Siddél would be deceived by such veils.” She turned her back to the cliff and crossed with soft steps to the threshold of the Storm Lair.



There was no single way inside. Any of a dozen arches would admit her to the Storm Lair’s inner spaces. She picked one that was a little wider than the others and crept beneath the vaulting roof. Then she crouched to look around.



Ahead lay a forest of black stone, each curve limned with the gleaming, golden glow of the hidden lightning pot. She started to rise, but at that moment a sharp blast of wind howled through the edifice. It staggered her, and the flutes screamed. Kit slipped past her.



“Stop!” she whispered, catching his arm. “I need to go first.”



“No. If he sees you, you won’t have a chance. Follow behind me. If he strikes at me first, you’ll still have a moment to act.”



He said this without bravado and Lanyon could not argue with his reasoning. So she nodded, feeling strangely detached, as if they had already crossed over and become ghosts. All that mattered now was that they do this thing.



Bending low, Kit moved into the maze. He went swiftly while Lanyon followed a few steps behind. They passed beneath and between the arches, turning one way and another, but always working closer to the brilliant lure of the lightning pot.






◆





Lehe stayed behind. She huddled beneath the first arch, watching Kit move away, deeper into the Storm Lair, his attention fixed on the dangers ahead. He did not look back. Not once. Nor did Lanyon.



Lehe shuddered—and not just from the cold. Lanyon frightened her . . . almost as much as did Édan and Siddél, though it had not always been so. When they’d lived in the cavern—when Zavoy was alive!—Lehe had not feared Lanyon, not after the first few days. But through this long, cold afternoon Lehe had watched the spark of the living fade from her eyes. When Lanyon had stood petrified, listening to Kina’s frightened barking, her expression had been no different from the cold, fixed gazes of the ghosts that had haunted the cavern. It had been the gaze of one who is done with life and yet remains, bound to this world by duty and by anger.



Kit was not done with life, but he had gone with Lanyon into the Storm Lair anyway, because he had sworn long ago to help her . . . and because he had hungered all his life for such a task. He was like Zavoy, in that.



But Lehe was not a warrior and she was not a ghost. She wanted desperately to survive this day. She wanted to see the sun rise in the morning. It was in her heart to help—but what could she do against Siddél without a bow or spear or a spell that could assail the Inyomere? There was nothing she could do, not against Siddél . . . and yet it had come to her that she might have one small trick to play against Édan.



So she lingered there on the threshold of the Storm Lair, waiting until Kit disappeared among the arches. Then she crept back to the cliff’s edge.



Though they had picked the easiest path up the cliff, it had still been a hard and dangerous climb. Édan might try another way, but if so, he would be a long time coming—and Lehe knew he was in a hurry. So, struggling not to be undone by the terrible cold, she got down on her belly, her head just over the rim so she could gaze into the fissure as it dropped away below her. Cupping her hands over her ears to ease the noise of the wind, she listened, and it wasn’t long before she heard the rattle of tumbling stone, and soon after, a brief slide of rubble. Though the fog had thinned, she saw no one—until she remembered to summon the spell that banished the concealment of the Hunter’s Veil.



“Tirvallian.”



Lehe was a powerful witch, and after all, it was easier to banish the veils than to summon them. Her whispered spell revealed Édan, still some distance below. He wore a gray coat and was presently working past a difficult passage, all his attention focused on the hazards of the climb. He didn’t seem to have noticed the absence of his veils.



Lehe drew a deep breath to steady her heart. Then she eased herself into the fissure.



Even at the top of the fissure there was an abundance of loose stone. Lehe kicked hard at a large flake. It went skittering down over the icy scree. She kicked another, and a third. The sliding stones knocked loose more rubble. Within seconds, a waterfall of stone plunged down the throat of the fissure, rumbling toward the plateau below.





◆





Kina charged out of the mist so suddenly Pantheren almost speared her. He hissed and fell back as she bounded in circles around Bennek, three times, before turning to snuffle his hand.






They had reached a plateau of massive boulders haunted by an eerie wailing that rose and fell as the wind tore at the fog. Pantheren leaned into the gale, listening. Frigid air scoured his lungs as he waited to see who would follow Kina out of the mist.



No one came.



Bennek crouched beside the dog, his arm around her shoulders. “War Father, she’s trembling. Something has happened. She’s afraid.”



“Come, Kina,” Pantheren said. “Go hunt. Find Lanyon!”



Kina went reluctantly at first, but Bennek urged her to be bold. “Come on, girl. Hurry on. We have no time for fear.”



Soon they were running between the boulders, heedless of the tracks they made.



The Inyomere of the mist had promised to veil Lanyon until she reached the summit. Now the fog dispersed. Its strands spun apart, revealing a fractured black cliff. Atop the cliff, set back from the edge, a bright golden light gleamed through whipping clouds.



Bennek glimpsed movement—a tiny figure at the top of a fissure that bit deep into the cliff. He heard the rattle of a falling stone, the clatter of another—and soon a low rumbling roar rolled over the plateau.



Dust boiled from the fissure. Wind seized it and whipped it away.





◆





The rockslide lasted only seconds, but it raised a cloud of dust and powdered ice so that Lehe couldn’t see at first what had happened to Édan. But as the last stray stones bounded into silence, the dust and the fog were blown away. An apron of fresh talus filled the bottom of the fissure. Crouched on a spur of rock beside it was Édan. He had been carried down by the slide, but he still lived. As if to prove he was not injured, he stood and looked up to the top of the cliff. He looked right at her.






In a panic she scrambled out of the fissure, fleeing into the shelter of the Storm Lair.





◆





If there was a pattern to the structure of the Storm Lair, Lanyon could not see it. Some of the arches rose to three times her height, others she had to stoop to pass through. Some had risers so delicate she thought they might break with one good blow, while many looked stalwart enough to stand for a thousand years. There was no favored orientation among them—they faced all directions—yet it wasn’t unusual to find two or three lined up to create what seemed to be an accidental path. She and Kit pursued these short passages, turning one way and another to follow them, but always working their way closer to the glow of the lightning pot.






The light was not steady. Every few seconds it dimmed and brightened, dimmed and brightened—because a monster was pacing circles at the heart of his lair? Lanyon listened for his muttering voice, for the sound of his footsteps . . . but the rush of the wind and the wailing of the stone flutes overwhelmed any softer sound.



Then, in a tight spot, Kit’s pack scraped stone. The noise startled them both and they froze. Listening. Looking. The wind carried to them the rumble of distant thunder.



After a few seconds, Kit stirred. He beckoned Lanyon to follow him again. Then his gaze shifted past her—and the determined set of his face turned to dismay. “Where is Lehe?”



Lanyon looked back.



Until that moment her attention had been fixed only on the danger ahead. She had listened for Siddél’s footfalls, not Lehe’s. She had looked for the monster’s shadow, assuming that Lehe shadowed her.



It was not so.



Kit squeezed back past the arch that had caught his pack. “Where has she gone?”



“I don’t know. I thought she was behind me.”



He started back. Lanyon did not follow. Closing her eyes, she strove to calm her racing heart. Then, still holding the talisman nocked against her bowstring, she slipped through the narrow passage and went on toward the heart of the Storm Lair.



“Lanyon!”



She glanced back at Kit. Torn between his loyalties, horror gleamed in his eyes.



“Go find her,” Lanyon urged, her voice just loud enough to be heard.



Kit was trembling, and not from the cold. He spoke as if to convince himself. “We’ll find Lehe on the way out. She must have stayed behind to keep watch. She’ll be waiting for us. Come. Let’s hurry. We must find Siddél.”



So they went on again, hunting for the lightning pot, a beacon that grew ever brighter as they passed deeper into the Lair, until only a few more arches rose in stark silhouette before them.



They had come to a vast open space, a smooth-floored pavilion bathed in light. When Kit saw it, he dropped low. Lanyon followed him down to the stone floor. She checked her grip on the bow, made sure the talisman was nocked and balanced.



They crept closer.



The light was brilliant and so harsh that the last line of arches cast deep black shadows, sharply defined. Lanyon crouched within one. She drew her bow, then leaned out to look.



High arches defined the pavilion’s circumference and held up a soaring stone roof. But like the rest of the Storm Lair there were no walls, leaving the pavilion open to the wind. Lanyon could see only clouds beyond the framing arches. Distant lightning flickered, and for a moment the clouds lit up like glowing lanterns.



The lightning pot stood at the center of the pavilion, smaller than Lanyon had imagined, no more than the size of a large cauldron such as the people of Habaddon used to steep their clothes clean. The black lattice of its sides contained a fierce light, golden and pure, nothing like fire. It pained her eyes to look on it. And to her surprise the pot glowed with a constant radiance, only appearing to dim and brighten as skeins of dense fog whipped past it on the gale.



Lanyon looked about, but she did not see Siddél.



She crept to the very edge of the shadow that hid her. Putting her head out, she looked around the pavilion, but she still didn’t see him.



Kit took his own long look. He turned to her with a shrug. Then, to her dismay, he stood up and walked boldly out into the open.



Lanyon huddled in the shadow, her bow poised and ready as she waited for the monster, for his thunderous roar, for the blast of his lightning as he came to destroy this impertinent mouse . . . for Kit had surely entered into a place of giants. As he crossed the vast floor he seemed to shrink, while the ceiling rose ever farther above his head.



Yet Siddél did not come.



Kit circled the lightning pot. He walked out to the edge of the abyss. The fierce wind whipped at his coat and sent his braid streaming as he explored slowly all the way around the pavilion’s edge. But it was only the wind and the fog that assaulted him. The monster wasn’t home.



Lanyon too stood up. But just as she stepped out into the light she heard a thump and a bump behind her. She turned, bow raised, sighting down the arrow’s shaft, only to see Lehe’s frightened face looking back at her from within the labyrinth of the Storm Lair.



“Have you killed Siddél?” Lehe squeaked.



Lanyon lowered her bow. “He isn’t here. We have to wait.”



“We can’t wait!” Lehe was shaking, close to panic. “Édan is climbing the fissure—and I have made him angry.”





◆





Bennek had seen a figure at the top of the cliff just before the rockslide came growling down to the plateau. He guessed it to be Lehe—and he didn’t believe she would have climbed to the top alone. Surely Lanyon and Kit had made it too? Certainly Édan had not caught them yet; Bennek could see the sorcerer climbing swiftly past the field of loose stones left by the rockslide.






No spell of concealment shrouded Édan, nor did he try to hide his presence as any hunter would. Instead he went boldly in the open, with the hood of his gray coat thrown back and no weapons in his hands.



Bennek felt Pantheren arrive at his side. “Look at him, War Father. He is fearless. He makes no effort to hide.”



“Why should he? He doesn’t know we hunt him. Now the owl is gone he thinks I’m alone and without defense against his sight—and you he’s not even aware of.”



Édan reached the top of the debris field. He paused there, gazing up at the fissure as if planning his climb. Within the Mere, Bennek sensed the presence of the deep spell that bound Édan to the world, but it was not yet within his reach. He needed to get closer . . . and the only way he knew to do that without suffering the sorcerer’s wrath was to wound Édan so badly he could not cast the fire spell.



So, moving with great care, Bennek set an arrow to his bowstring.



Pantheren readied an arrow of his own. “You will have only moments to call your spell,” he reminded Bennek. “Do not waste this chance.”



Bennek nodded. Édan’s back was turned to him. Like Bennek, he carried a pack, a bow case, and a short sword secure in a scabbard, but this gear was not enough to protect him from an unexpected arrow in the back.



Bennek raised his bow, taking careful aim. Only then did an old thought intrude: Édan is a man. Bennek wavered, struck by that terrible fact. For all his life he had been taught that the people must never bring war against the people . . . but Jahallon himself had said that creed was ended.



Swallowing against a dry throat, Bennek steadied his aim.



We are stained by the evil we have fought for so long.



It was wrong for the people to slay one another, he knew it, and yet he knew too it was his duty to protect Lanyon, and to help her to slay Siddél.



He let the arrow fly.



Wind swirled, but the arrow held true. It struck Édan close to the spine. The force of the blow knocked him against the steep slope so that Pantheren’s arrow only grazed his hood. Édan was not fool enough to try to rise again. Guided by a warrior’s instinct, he squirmed behind a tumble of stone. A paltry shelter, no more than a hand span high, but if he kept his head down, arrows from below could not reach him.



“Go,” Pantheren whispered.



Bennek bolted into the open, racing for the cover of another boulder closer to the slide. If Édan did not know where he was, he could not fix him with the fire spell. Behind him came the snap of Pantheren’s bow, once, twice, and a third time, a barrage to convince Édan he must stay down.



Bennek took off again, across a wide stretch of open ground. He reached the foot of the landslide. Ducked behind another looming boulder. He could not see Édan within the Mere, but he felt the ominous weight of the spell that bound him to the world. For a moment, Bennek even glimpsed its terrible presence. Then the glamour that veiled it pushed his gaze away.



He pushed back. He set his will to unwinding the glamour, but even as he did so he felt the fire spell waken within the Mere. It did not blossom in his heart—Édan still did not know where he was—instead, to Bennek’s horror, it was aimed at the source of the arrows. He felt it ignite in Pantheren’s breast.



Bennek did not know how to block the spell, but he knew where Édan was, and he was close enough now that he could answer in kind. Even as he heard Pantheren cry out behind him, he summoned the fire spell to his own will, calling on it to bloom around Édan’s heart. It was the first time he had used the spell against a living creature, but he knew its way.



Édan reared back with a cry of rage and surprise. His own spell broke as he turned his will to block the fiery path Bennek had opened.



Dreading the worst, Bennek glanced back. A sharp sigh of relief escaped him when he saw Pantheren still on his knees, still holding his bow. He was in pain though. His shoulders hunched against it, and the same hand that held the bowstring was pressed against his chest. But pain and wrath were much the same to Pantheren. With a roar of fury he got his feet under him. He raised his bow and, uttering a hair-raising scream, he sent another arrow flying.



Bennek turned to follow its course. His fire spell had pushed Édan to show himself. The arrow caught him while he was still exposed. It bit deep in his chest, piercing his heart. Smoke spun up from the wound and Édan slumped against the ground.



“Kill him now!” Pantheren bellowed.



Bennek bounded up the slope. He skirted the landslide, determined to get closer to the wounded sorcerer, as close as Siddél had been when he broke the spell that held Jahallon to the world.



Édan saw him now. He watched Bennek climb. But what could the sorcerer do, with his heart seared and pierced by Pantheren’s arrow? Édan could not die, but neither did he have the strength to raise his bow or even to speak aloud.



Yet even in his weakness, he possessed a voice to haunt men’s minds. He turned it now against Bennek, a weapon more subtle than the fire spell.



You are Jahallon’s young sorcerer. Sage Hedril told me of you. She said you loved my wife.



A faint smile cut through Édan’s pain.



It’s an easy mistake to make. Did she promise to love you for all the time to come? She doesn’t mean it. Lanyon cannot stand against Siddél. She knows this. Siddél is the storm. He is the wrath of the Wild. When she turns the talisman against him, the back rush from the spell will kill her, and that promise she made to you will die too.



Bennek pulled up short. Édan spoke the truth. He knew it in his heart and he knew too that Lanyon had chosen to hide this truth from him. That was the shadow he had seen in her eyes.



Grief seized him and his gaze shifted to the cliff top. Was it already too late?



Édan had waited for just such a lapse. In the moment Bennek’s attention wavered, he summoned the fire spell. Bennek felt it take root inside him, a tiny point of searing pain. Then Pantheren’s bow spoke again. Édan jerked back as an arrow quivered in his throat. Bennek doubled over.



“Kill him!” Pantheren shouted. “Do it now!”



Still bent double over the pain, Bennek nodded. He turned his spirit to the deep places of the Mere. There he whispered the name he had learned from Siddél, the name of the dark spell that held open the gateway of Édan’s life force.



At Bennek’s summons, the spell awoke and at once an inexorable gravity enveloped him, drawing him down into a hot, dark matrix. It seemed to Bennek he had been dragged into the crushing domain of Jamu-karizen. Terror gripped him, but there was nothing he could think to do except whisper the name of the spell again, and though he knew it must be far stronger than his own petty will, he felt its grip loosen. Its substance lightened, billowing around him like slow-moving smoke. Encouraged, he called it again and it began to dissolve as smoke will, its gravity swiftly fading. Again he named it, and again, until no strength was left to it, no oppressive weight, no structure. It was unraveled. And somewhere in that dark matrix, the gate that the spell had held open for so long was allowed to close.



Bennek returned to himself. Hollow, drained, weary. He sank to his knees, while steps away, Édan stirred. His chin lifted. His life was newer than Jahallon’s and despite his wounds he was not swept away. Bennek felt the return of danger. He reached for his sword. But before he could draw it from its scabbard, Pantheren shot another arrow, piercing Édan’s heart a second time.



A sigh and a shudder passed through the sorcerer, and only then did Bennek feel his spirit yield. He turned, breathing hard, to find Pantheren only a stride behind him. “War Father, Édan is gone.”



“I was fool enough to believe that before.”



He strode past Bennek, scrambling the last few feet up the side of the rockslide. Bennek stumbled after him, though he felt so weak he feared the wind would blow him over.



Pantheren reached Édan’s crumpled body. He stood over it, struggling to catch his breath. Then he cased his bow and, to Bennek’s astonishment, he drew his sword from his back scabbard and swung the blade. Steel rang against stone as he severed Édan’s neck. An arc of blood followed the blade back up. The wind took it and threw a spattering of droplets across Bennek’s shocked face.



Pantheren sheathed his sword and, bending down, he picked up the head by the root of its long braid. Turning around, he used all the strength left to him to fling it far out across the plateau, shouting, “Do not rise again!”



Wind flutes sang from the cliff as an icy gale howled past, but Pantheren’s temper was not cooled. “Bennek! Let’s go! It is not done yet.” He set out at once to climb the fissure.



Bennek was so stunned it took him a minute to remember how to move.









Chapter 13







“It was a good tactic,” Lanyon insisted as she held Lehe in her arms, trying to quiet her, to stop her shaking. They crouched together a few steps off the pavilion, where the footings of the arches helped to break the wind, if only a little. “Put no blame on yourself. If I’d been there I would have helped you. Now let’s make ready. It’s not over yet.”






“But what can we do?” Lehe moaned. “We can’t stop him. We can’t.”



“I have the talisman,” Lanyon reminded her. “It brought him down that night the Citadel fell. Let it taste him again, if he dares to come after us.”



Kit stood over them, his braid streaming in the gale while his wary gaze shifted continuously between the labyrinth of the Storm Lair and the dark clouds swirling beyond the pavilion. “He will use the fire spell.”



Lanyon answered him, “We will do what we can.”



No one mentioned Bennek’s or Pantheren’s names.



Instead they spoke together of what must be done. Kit suggested they return to the threshold of the Storm Lair and wait there for Édan. “He’ll make a clear target for the talisman as he comes over the cliff top.”



Lanyon saw risks to this tactic beyond Édan’s wrath. The talisman might go astray and be lost, or Siddél could return to visit the lightning pot and maybe he would sense they had been there and be warned . . . but they had to do something. So she agreed.



The afternoon had grown old when they returned to the threshold. Much of the fog had blown away, revealing the plateau below with its huge boulders, and beyond it the peaks and slopes of farther mountains. They did not approach the precipice, so they could not see the one who was surely climbing it—but Lanyon did not doubt Édan would reach the top very soon.



She chose an arch with a base wider than any other, and crouched in its shadow. Kit settled opposite her. Both readied their bows, while Lehe stayed behind, out of sight.



Lanyon heard from below a faint, lonely howl. Kina’s voice. A sharp pain squeezed her throat and for a moment she closed her eyes—but at a warning hiss from Kit she looked again, to see the stem of a bow rising above the cliff edge, and then a gloved hand seeking a last hand hold.



Standing, Lanyon pulled her bow to full draw, aiming down the shaft of the talisman, waiting only for the moment Édan crested the cliff.



“Lanyon hold!” Kit shouted. “Don’t shoot.” He dropped his own weapon and threw himself at her, catching her bow with the flat of his hands and slamming it up against the stone as a figure in a brown coat scrambled up and over the cliff edge. “It’s Bennek. Don’t shoot.”



Lanyon reared back, releasing the string—slowly—so the talisman clattered to the stone floor. She dropped to her knees to retrieve it, and then Bennek was with her on the ground, his arms around her and his cheek pressed against hers.



“I almost killed you,” she whispered in disbelief. “I almost killed you.”



He laughed softly. “You warned me you are not kind to your husbands.” But his jest sent a shudder through her and Bennek regretted it at once. “Don’t cry,” he pleaded.



He lifted her chin, and with his gloved fingers he stroked her forehead. “I tried to call to you as we finished our climb, to speak to you without voice. When you didn’t answer, I was so frightened something had happened to you.”



“I thought you were dead. I thought only Édan was left and I could not bear to hear his voice.”



“It’s all right,” Bennek soothed. “Kit heard me. You see? I said all would go well today.”



“It is not all well.” She looked up as Pantheren came to stand over them. “Siddél is not here. The Storm Lair is empty.”





◆





It had been a risk from the beginning, that Siddél might be away. In that circumstance, Lanyon’s plan had been to lay in wait for the monster, and attack him when he came.






But Bennek knew they could not wait. The day was waning. Sleet began to blow in on the wind. The cold, already savage, would become lethal when night fell. They would not survive a night on the summit. But if they left and Siddél later discovered their trespass—by some lingering scent or a trace only his Inyomere senses could pick out—then he would be warned. He would hunt them—and all hope of taking him by surprise would be gone.



Bennek crouched with Lanyon on the threshold of the Storm Lair, his arms around her and the blessing of her warm breath on his cheek as he listened to Pantheren and Kit debate how long they dared to stay. He told himself he should speak. He could end their debate. It was his duty. He must do all he could to bring Siddél down—yet Édan’s last words haunted him. He could not pretend it didn’t matter. So he whispered to Lanyon, “What will happen when the arrow pierces Siddél?”



Her murmured answer was barely audible over the flutes: “His spirit will unravel, and be gone.”



“And what will happen to you?”



He felt the sudden tension in her body. Her whispered reply was stern. “It doesn’t matter what comes after.”



“It does to me. I want you to live.”



She pulled back to look at him—and she must have discovered something unexpected in his expression because a spark of suspicion ignited in her tired eyes. “There’s something more,” she said. “Something you know, that you have not spoken of. What is it?”



“I will show you.”



He untangled himself from her arms. Slipped off his pack. There wasn’t much in it, but the afternoon’s dim light picked out a glint of silver nestled at the bottom. He reached for it. When he pulled it out the wind tried to seize it from him, but he held on tight.



Lanyon recoiled in shock. “That is Zavoy’s mask! It is the flayed skin of a water spirit! Bennek, how did it come to you?”



“Luven gave it to me at the battle of the Glycian.” Now Pantheren, Kit, and Lehe listened too. “Luven has worn this mask and become the water spirit. In that guise she has spoken to Siddél.”



“Luven?” Kit echoed in disbelief. “No. It isn’t true. Bennek, I don’t know where you heard such a story, but Luven would never befriend Siddél.”



Lehe knew better. “It is true. Kit, I could not tell you. Luven made me promise silence, but she did conspire with Gorem to befriend the monster. It was her hope to summon him against Édan.”



Bennek looked on the lifeless mask as it buffeted in the wind. “Siddél taught to Luven the name of a spell that will summon him.”



Pantheren spoke sharply. “Be clear, Bennek! Are you saying Luven taught this spell to you? That you know how to summon Siddél?”



Bennek looked up at him. “I know the spell to call him. Whether he will come or not, and in what form, I cannot say.”



Lanyon stood. She had the talisman in one hand and the bow the Snow Chanter had given her in the other. Though she shivered and her face had gone bloodless in the cold, she spoke with calm resolve. “Come then. We must try.”





◆





Bennek walked onto the pavilion of the Storm Lair in the guise of the water spirit. He circled the brilliance of the lightning pot, then ventured to the edge of the abyss. Clouds rolled past. The world below could not be seen. He stood there, gathering his courage while Édan’s warning re-echoed in his mind: When Lanyon turns the talisman against Siddél, the back rush from the spell will kill her.






“No,” he whispered. “That won’t happen.”



He turned from the abyss, walked past the lightning pot again, and took up a position behind it, standing with the labyrinth at his back, Kit and Lehe hidden there within the shadows.



Straightening his spine, holding his arms at his side, he drew a breath of icy air. Then he summoned into memory the name of the spell Luven had chanted on the hilltop. He whispered it to himself, a practice run. And then he raised his voice and chanted boldly, just as Luven had. The gale snatched at his words, but the singing flutes echoed them, enhanced them, shaped them into an irresistible summons that reached through the Mere all the way to the southern heights of the Tiyat-kel where Siddél had gone to brood and rumble.



The Inyomere looked north. A hope of vengeance awakened in his ancient heart. He leaped into the sky and followed the spell home.





◆





Within the pavilion of the Storm Lair the gale howled. The wind flutes sang together in a rising and falling chorus, and within the abyss, forked spears of lightning flickered and cracked among the racing clouds. As if in answer, tiny sparks of lightning winked to life within the Storm Lair, racing up and down the arches and skittering across the stone floor.






Bennek ended his chant. His gaze shifted to Lanyon, crouched in the shadow of an arch very near to the abyss. Lightning sparks glittered on her coat and in her streaming hair. She had the talisman nocked, but she was shaking so badly from the terrible cold that the arrow rattled against the bow. He could hear it even over the blast of the wind. But Pantheren was with her. He put his arms around her, bracing her hands.



That was when Siddél came.



The Inyomere swept in from the abyss as a whirlwind. His advent staggered Bennek, who had to catch himself against an arch to keep from falling. Siddél circled the pavilion twice, and then he took form beside the lightning pot.



This aspect of Siddél was smaller than the monster Bennek had seen from the walls of Habaddon. Still, he loomed three times as tall as a man so that the vast pavilion seemed almost too small to contain him. His arms were long, his hands huge, but his skin—gray and black like storm clouds—was blistered and putrid.



In astonishment, Bennek realized Siddél had become a haggard figure, withered as a man who has long been ill. The arrows Jahallon had shot at him from the wall of Habaddon remained in his flesh, one in his throat, one in his chest. Both wounds festered and oozed. The tail of Pantheren’s arrow that had struck the monster at Medesh could be seen past his slumped shoulder. Bennek sensed Siddél’s strength waning, seeping away into storm winds. Even so, he remained a power among the Inyomere.



Siddél fixed his gaze on Bennek. “I have come!” he bellowed in a thunderous voice. “Where is Édan?”





◆





Lanyon had been knocked back against Pantheren by the blast of Siddél’s arrival. The talisman hung askew against the bow. Still hidden within shadow, she righted herself and straightened the arrow.






Bennek was speaking:



“Blessed One, you have come too late. The spell that held him was summoned to the light. He has crossed over.”



Lanyon met Pantheren’s gaze. She nodded, and they stood up together. Pantheren steadied her aim.





◆





Bennek made sure his gaze did not shift from the monster’s tormented face as Lanyon recovered herself and aimed the bespelled arrow. But the talisman could not be hidden. Siddél sensed it within the Mere. He turned with a roar, just as she took the shot.






The monster moved with uncanny speed, slapping the arrow away just before it struck him. It went spinning past the arches and into the abyss—but the wind would not allow the talisman to be lost. The gale caught it and blew it back onto the pavilion where it fell clattering to the floor.



Lanyon darted into the open, scrambling to pick it up again.



Siddél recognized her, and in one great stride he blocked her way. “Petty spirit! Are you corrupted by Édan?”



She stopped short in front of him. The wind whipped her clothing, and she trembled from head to toe. Bennek wondered how the monster could mistake her for an Inyomere, so fragile did she seem. And still she dared to gaze up into Siddél’s fearsome eyes.



Behind her in the shadows, Pantheren set an arrow to his bowstring. But Lanyon gestured at him to wait, wait. Only one arrow mattered now. To shoot any other would risk driving Siddél away. Both Pantheren and Kit had sworn not to do it.



Lanyon gathered herself and, mustering a beguiling voice that rose above the singing of the flutes, she said, “I know the reason the people have come to the Wild.”



Siddél answered sharply, “You cannot know the reason. There is none.”



The talisman lay on the floor between his feet, rocking and skittering in the wind. Bennek was in dread that the monster would crush it, or kick it into the abyss. So he crept up on Siddél’s side, still disguised by the mask of the water spirit.



Lanyon held her bow as she too edged in, ever nearer to the monster’s feet. “There is a reason,” she insisted, her gaze flicking briefly to Bennek.



Siddél hesitated, doubt festering in him like arrow wounds. The people were a mystery that had only deepened through the years, while the Wild grew ever more unbalanced. “The people do not belong in the Wild! It was not the will of the One that they should come. It was not the will of the One that they should steal the magic of the Inyomere. It was the Snow Chanter who taught them the Fourth Way. It was the Snow Chanter who taught them to assail me with their storms of stinging prayers! They are an abomination! Even Jamu-karizen cannot say why they have come!”



“Then Jamu-karizen does not know what I know.” She stooped and cringed before the Inyomere, creeping toward him until she was but an arm’s reach from the fallen arrow. “It is the task of the people to become the conscience of the Wild. It is for the people to love its beauty and despise its wickedness. It is for us to free the spirit within the Wild that has grown corrupt.” She dropped to one knee and scooped up the talisman.



Siddél could not bear this reminder of his own decay. In a rage he slammed his hand down on her, intending to crush her against the stone floor. Her bow snapped under his blow. But she thrust the talisman up and its point pricked his descending palm.



Siddél yanked his hand back, too late. Corruption raced up his arm. It danced like lightning around his heart. He howled, and within the clouds, the thunder answered him even as Lanyon crumpled to the floor.



But Siddél was only wounded.



Bennek saw the talisman fall away. He went after it, seizing it from the ground.



The Inyomere still mistook him for the water spirit. “Destroy that!” he commanded. “The people corrupt us! Their darts and hateful prayers are poison!”



Siddél’s right arm had withered, reduced to blackened skin frozen around a fleshless bone. His shoulders hunched, the muscles of his face sagged, and still there was such power in him! His gaze lifted beyond Bennek and in a deafening voice he cried, “Jamu-karizen, hear my prayer! Hear my prayer and rid us of this poison. Free us! Destroy the people before their evil lays waste to all the Wild.”



The moment Siddél’s gaze turned away, Bennek spared a glance for Lanyon. The wind streamed through her hair and tugged at the fabric of her coat, but her eyes were closed, and she lay slumped as one who has made the crossing.



“Lanyon!” he cried.



She replied to him out of memory: Don’t flinch from it. If something should happen to me, you must wield the talisman.



He held it in his hand—but he had no bow, and Lanyon’s bow had shattered. He turned to Pantheren. Their eyes locked. The old warrior’s lips curled in a fierce snarl as he heaved his bow at Bennek, throwing it like a spear.



Bennek felt sure the wind would take it. But the gale eased. He leaped up and caught the bow, set the talisman to the string, then looked up at Siddél, envisioning a path through the Mere.



A moment later, he let the arrow fly.



Siddél perceived the threat too late. His fiery eyes flared as the arrow disappeared into his heart. The lightning pot blazed. White hot bolts shot up to the ceiling. Bennek had to clench his eyes shut against the blinding glare, but he opened them again when a hurricane wind roared in his ears—a wind that spilled from Siddél’s wounded heart. It carried with it a gray haze that swirled through the pavilion while Siddél himself grew hollow, a frail cloud creature lingering for only a few racing heartbeats before the wind tore him apart.



The same brutal wind struck Bennek, slamming him back against stone, even as it tore at his spirit and coiled around his mind, seizing hold of his awareness and plunging him into the Fourth Way.



Within the Mere, all was in turmoil. The spirit wind howled, ferrying Bennek away from all that he knew and all that he was, so far away that the threads binding his body and soul together were taxed beyond endurance and began to snap. He felt them go, one and another, until only a single binding remained.



Around this last connection he coiled his will. It was not in his power to defy this masterless storm. He knew it, but he was stubborn and he held on while he could. Then, just when he was sure this last thread must give way too, a voice of stone spoke to him, rumbling, “Do you want to stay?”



Yes!



“Then give yourself to the wind. Bind yourself to it.”



But this prospect filled Bennek with horror. No! Don’t ask this of me. Please. I beg you, don’t make me become the storm!



The stone voice offered no solace. “Whatever you make here is by your will alone. The storm requires no master. Let it be mute and indifferent . . . the thunder will still shake the Wild as it did before Siddél was awakened.”



The final thread broke. Bennek’s spirit tore loose from the distant shelter of his body.



And he made his choice.



He seized the threads of the wind.



For a moment he felt, looming about him, a vast enfolding presence far greater even than that of the stone voice, but it receded as the storm winds wrapped his spirit, binding him once again to the world.



He prayed that he would find his way back to his flesh. He prayed that the storm within the Mere would ease—and to his astonishment the wind heeded him and grew still.



But it did not go away.



He felt it embedded within his spirit, quiescent for now, while lightning flickered within his thoughts and his heart beat with the drumming of distant thunder.



But his heart was beating—and by the sound of it he realized he was sheltered again in his flesh. Sucking in a sharp breath, he opened his eyes.



The storm had driven him back against the stone riser of an arch. He was still on his feet, but without the wind to hold him up, his knees buckled. Kit caught him as he slumped to the floor. Even through his coat, Bennek felt the chill of Kit’s hands. In contrast, his own body was warm, flush with an unexpected vigor. He gathered himself at once and stood. “Kit—”



“Siddél is gone!” Kit said, eyes glittering in triumph.



“I know it.”



That storm had passed.



The wind still blew, but it was now no more than a stern breeze to sweep the clouds away. The lightning pot stood dark and empty. Bennek eyed it, suspecting he could light it again if he chose. The stone flutes sensed this turn of his thoughts and sang their encouragement to him in soft and mournful wails.



But Bennek turned to look for Lanyon, and saw her still in a lifeless swoon upon the floor, with Pantheren on his knees beside her.



“Lanyon!” Bennek scrambled to her side.



Pantheren chafed her hands and patted her cheeks, urging her frantically to wake up, but she did not hear him. Her face was bloodless and almost blue.



Bennek dropped to his knees, his heart breaking. “She should not be harmed! Siddél’s death did not pass through her.”



“Then call her back!” Pantheren said, his voice breaking. “Call her back, as you’ve done before, but hurry! Her breath is growing shallow.”



Bennek cradled her face in his hands. He wore gloves, but they did not shield him from the frightening chill of her skin, almost as cold as the stone floor.



His spirit turned within the Fourth Way. He had to find her, and quickly! With this thought a crackling energy leaped away from him, forking through the Mere like tiny veins of lightning, illuminating the deep places where old spirits slumbered.



He found her there.



Her glamour had been torn away . . . or maybe she had passed beyond such things. She stood, lingering beside an open gate. Light flowed through it, cocooning her in a gentle aura. He felt again, faintly, the vast presence that had touched him before. Perhaps it lay beyond the gate. He couldn’t see past the glow of light, though he sensed the presence of people loitering there.



Lanyon.



She turned at the sound of his voice. At first she didn’t see him. Her brow wrinkled, as if she strove to see past fog or darkness. Then her gaze found him—and she drew back in shock.



One more step back and she would stumble through the gate. He knew it, and he knew that if she did, he could not follow.



Lanyon, come away. He reached out a hand to her. But he snatched it back when he saw currents of tiny lightning sparks flowing up his arm.



“Bennek?” Though her voice sounded distant, he heard it clearly, as if she spoke to him in prayer. “What has happened to you? Has Siddél touched you?”



Siddél is gone.



“The storm has marked you,” she insisted.



It doesn’t matter. Siddél is gone. We’ve done it, Lanyon. We did as we promised. He held his hand out to her again. Now come away with me, while you still can.



Tentatively, she raised her hand toward his. A spark snapped between their fingers, and suddenly there was no space between them. He closed his arms around her and took her away, took her back to the world.





◆





Bennek cradled her face in his hands and whispered to her, “Lanyon, wake.”






Warmth bloomed across her skin. Her eyes opened.



Pantheren rocked back on his heels, raising a hand to shade his eyes as a sigh of gratitude escaped him. “Thank the One,” he murmured as he stood up and stepped away.



Lanyon sat up suddenly, wild-eyed and recoiling from Bennek’s touch. He felt impaled on the suspicion in her eyes. But then she blinked and, like a sleeper waking from a dream, confusion came over her. She spoke in a hoarse voice, “Where has the storm gone?”



“It has passed,” he told her. “Siddél is gone.”



“No. The storm is with you, Bennek. I saw it in you. In your face, in your hands . . . the gleaming lightning threads.”



He turned his hands palm-up, feigning innocence, but he was wearing gloves after all. Tentatively, Lanyon set her fingers in his palm. Bennek held his breath, but to his relief no spark crackled at the connection. “Forgive me,” he whispered. “I wanted to stay.”



Lehe overheard this. “We can’t stay here!” she protested, setting foot for the first time on the pavilion. With a nervous look around, she scurried to Lanyon and embraced her. “Lanyon, please. Night is nearly here. You must come away from this place.”



Lanyon looked at her in wonder. “Lehe! Are we all still here?” She sat up, twisting around to see for herself. “Kit!”



He stood only a step behind Lehe, grinning at her. “It seems Bennek was right for once. We all did survive.”



“But we can’t stay here,” Lehe insisted, retreating to his side. “At nightfall, the cold will grow so much worse.”



Lanyon managed a reassuring smile, though her brief flush of warmth had already faded, and she was shivering again. “Don’t worry,” she said. “We’ll go now. We’ll be all right.”



“Come,” Bennek said, reaching for her. “Try to stand. I’ll help you. I’m not tired at all.”



Tentatively, she accepted his hands, but her smile faded. “Your hands are hot! And there’s such a gravity about you . . . like to a gathering storm.”



“No.” He pulled her to her feet, slipping an arm around her waist to steady her. “It’s just I’m filled with joy. I’m rich with it. It’s warmed me and chased all my weariness away.”



“It’s true, you’re warm,” she said, pressing her shivering body against him. But as she studied his face, lines of worry creased her brow. “Bennek, your eyes are so bright they’re almost aglow.”



He kissed her to stop her speaking. “Don’t say more on it. Only know that I love you, and it will always be so.”



Kit and Lehe had gathered the weapons, but Pantheren was not ready to go just yet. He was at the outermost point of the pavilion, affixing his red prayer banner to the peak of an arch. When he stepped back, the long banner unfurled. It billowed and snapped in the breeze, and as the wind flowed past, it drew from the banner a flood of prayers for the renewal of the Wild, carrying them away to the lands below.



The clouds had broken up, and far away across the abyss the blazing face of the sun was revealed, poised at the summit of the Tiyat-kel. In a little while it would be gone. With the coming of night, a cold like the world’s ending would settle on the mountain top.



Pantheren rejoined them, and Kit handed him his bow. “War Father, as I recall, there was a time you thought it a mad task to seek to slay Siddél. I think your words were ‘Without hope of success.’”



Pantheren met this jibe with a scowl so dark that Kit drew back in alarm. Then the crack of a smile brightened Pantheren’s weathered face and he said to Kit, “In this, I am fully pleased to be proven wrong.”









Chapter 14







They hurried back through the labyrinth, returning to the fissure they had climbed. Kina saw them from below and yelped in joy, but the descent proved slow and hard. They slipped and stumbled on the icy stone. Bennek was the only one who wasn’t weary. The vigor of the storm infused him. He used the strength it gave him to help the others in their retreat.






The sun had long since retired behind the mountains and twilight was hard on them when they finally reached the bottom of the cliff. They spared only a moment to greet Kina before hurrying on across the plateau.



“It’s as cold as the night we found the Snow Chanter,” Pantheren grumbled.



“No,” Lanyon decided with a wan smile. “It was colder then.”



Twilight gave way to starlit darkness as they left the plateau and descended past the snowfields and the talus slopes. Many times they slipped and it was only luck that no one was injured. Lehe was stumbling at every step, and even Bennek’s glow began to fade.



So when Pantheren found a hollow place, sheltered from the wind at the foot of a ridge, he called a halt. “We’ll stay here and if we huddle together we’ll be warm enough.”



They shared out what food remained to them and set no watch, but slept altogether, and Kina with them, nestled beneath a tent of blankets.



It was deep in the night when Bennek wakened from an uneasy sleep to find himself burdened with a dread like that of the days preceding Jahallon’s death. His heartbeat quickened and his breathing grew swift and shallow. He searched the slopes with his spirit sight, but discovered no threat. He listened to the night, but heard only the soft whispering of a nervous breeze, and far away, a growl of thunder.



Then, without warning, Kina sat up and howled.



Everyone woke then. Before their cries of alarm subsided, Bennek heard a great rumbling speeding toward them. In moments, it reached them and the ground shook. The stone of the mountain began to shatter with deafening cracks.



Then, just as abruptly, the mountain grew still again. They listened to the thud and thump of a boulder bounding down a nearby slope, and farther away, the furious passage of an avalanche.



No one spoke, but Bennek counted them by touch and when he felt sure no one had gone missing and no one was harmed, he stood and pulled down the tent of blankets.



Darkness surrounded them. An impenetrable darkness. He could see nothing. Nothing at all.



Lanyon broke the silence. “It is Jamu-karizen,” she whispered. “He comes.”



Then they all felt his presence. Though they could see nothing of his being, his gravity surrounded them, and when he spoke, his deep rumbling voice shook the stones. “The promise is kept and the Long War is ended.”



Lanyon answered him. “Siddél is fallen. The people will hunt down and slay any arowl that remain. Then we will live in peace and the Wild will heal.”



“Can the people know what it is to live in peace?”



“Blessed One, it must be so. We knew peace when we lived in Hahví.”



“That place is not this place. You are not the same people.”



Once, Bennek might have argued that the people did not war against the people, but that was no longer true. Hadn’t he helped to slay Édan?



Still, he argued for a future, in words that spilled unconsidered from his heart. “Blessed One, we live now to protect the Wild. That is our purpose. To keep the Wild sweetly. To nurture this land and never bring it harm.”



“Never bring it harm? Yet harm comes finally to all those creatures among the kin of the Wild.”



“It is true, Blessed One, that the deer consumes the spring leaves, the hunter takes his prey, the old yield to the young, and that all must fade in their time. But the Wild is greater than any of us, and endures. We understand and accept this as truth. It is the way.”



Jamu-karizen sighed and the mountain shivered. “Are you still one among the people, that you may speak for them?”



Bennek’s throat constricted so suddenly he had to cough before he could speak. He felt Lanyon take his hand. “Blessed One, I have not become something other. I am still one among the people. But know that there is no single voice with the right to speak for all of us.”



Jamu-karizen chuckled with a sound like another quake drawing near. “Tonight, I lay that doom on you. Speak. Do you accept that the old hold a place in the world that they must yield to the young? Do you embrace this truth for all the people?”



Bennek felt his heart skip, sure some greater meaning lay within the Inyomere’s words, but he could not discern it, and meanwhile Lanyon’s grip on his hand had tightened so much it hurt.



Speak, she urged him. Choose.



He spoke to her in turn, in the Inyomere way. But what does it mean?



Does it matter? Jamu-karizen is a terrible enemy.



So Bennek swallowed his doubt and whispered, “Blessed One, it is only what must be.”



“This then is the will of the One.”



Bennek waited to hear more, but Jamu-karizen had gone. The stars shone out and the breeze stirred. “What have we agreed to?” he whispered.



Lehe said, “I’m afraid.”



“No,” Lanyon said. “We’ve been granted our place here, and we will not despoil the Wild. We must not.”



“We are not arowl,” Pantheren said.



Bennek turned it over and over in his mind. What had he agreed to? The old hold a place in the world that they must yield to the young. Had it not always been so? Or was something essential changed?



“The stars are bright tonight!” Kit said with false bravado. “They make it easy to see our way. Let us go on, now we are rested. My heart is weary of these heights.”



All agreed. They gathered their blankets and their packs. Pantheren set out first with Kina at his heels. Kit and Lehe followed a few steps behind. Lanyon shouldered her pack. She too was ready to leave, but Bennek lingered. She looked at him, her head cocked in question. “What is it?”



“I’m thinking of the Inyomere of Beyna Forest. New forces are waking. The Wild that was unchangeable has changed.” He picked up his pack, his bow case, his spear. “Lanyon, what did we agree to?”



She came back and caught his hand. She kissed it. “Let it be. There was no choice . . . and I don’t want to be afraid anymore.” She stood on her toes and, setting her lips close to his ear, she whispered, “I hear thunder in your heartbeat. Some part of the storm has stayed with you, but I will not fear it.”



A shiver went through him. He pulled her close and kissed her. It took some time.



And time would tell the truth of it.



He sighed. “You didn’t believe me, but it turned out just as I said it would. We are all here together.”



“So we are,” she said brightly. “Or we would be if our friends had not left us behind. I think you must be blessed with foresight too.”



He laughed. “No, I only prayed it would be so.” He touched her cheek. “Just as I prayed for so long that you would be my wife, and you are, and I love you.”



“And I love you,” she said fervently. But then she bowed her head and in a whisper he almost didn’t catch, she added, “Though this is a gift I do not deserve.”



“Lanyon, do not speak thus.”



She looked up at him again, smiling. The starlight glinting in her eyes was not clipped by shadow. “I have said nothing, Thunderheart. Now come.”



She took his hand, ready to follow the path set by their friends, but he drew her back again. “A moment.” He untied the leather thong that held his pendant. “I know why you wouldn’t wear it before, but there’s no reason to be afraid now. You’re my wife, and you’ll be my wife for some long time to come. Maybe we’ll even have—”



She pressed her fingers against his lips to stop him saying more, but even so she was smiling. “I am honored to wear it.” She gathered her hair, lifting it aside so he could fasten it around her neck. They kissed again, forgetful of the cold. Only when Kina came back to find them did they remember to hurry after their friends, who were waiting not far away.



The descent of the mountain was almost as wearying as the climb, but at last Kina led them to the horses. They made a new camp there in the forest, and they slept until the sun was high.
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