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Chapter 1: Forgotten


A withered figure moved through theadept's gallery, his steps sure and silent. A maze of dubioustreasure surrounded him, all of it shrouded in darkness. The onlylight came from the cloud-misted moon peeking through one of theupper windows.
The old man gave the moon anunsentimental glance and, out of long habit, looked for hisshadow.
For several moments, he searched thedark marble floor in vain. A wave of panic crept up his throat andtightened like icy fingers. Had he finally died and not quitenoticed?
No, there lay the shadow, thin andbent and so faint as to be almost imperceptible.
He blew out a sigh and collapsedonto a bench. Rhendish, the adept who owned this manor, had placedthe bench here for those who wished to contemplate a row ofportraits-famous alchemists ranging from ancient Palanir to lastcentury's giant, the lost prodigy Avidan Insa'Amid. Rhendish didnot include his own likeness in this august company, but a carefulobserver could not fail to note that a space had beenleft.
The old man rocked to his feet,tottered, and caught himself on the iron bars surrounding one ofthe displays. When he regained his balance, he found himselfface-to-face with three desiccated imps.
He blinked, certain that age andmoonlight conspired to mock him. But no, the vision remained.Rhendish changed the displays of curiosities frequently, and forsome reason he saw fit to exhibit the monstrous servants Sevrin'ssorcerer lord had used up many years ago.
The surge of kinship the man felt tothese withered fiends surprised him. But then, old age always comesas a surprise, and never did he feel so old as when he contemplatedthe remnants of Eldreath's reign. Fewer and fewer of Sevrin'speople truly remembered that time.
He remembered it. He remembered it all too well.
The crash and tinkle of breakingglass came from a room across the courtyard, a faint sound carriedby night winds and lingering magic. Red light flared in the adept'sworkroom.
Curious, he made his way toRhendish's workroom, moving through passages unknown to most of themanor's servants. In a few moments he emerged from the hiddenbyways into one of the workroom's curtained alcoves. He edged asidethe heavy drapes to watch and listen.
The curtain on a nearby alcove hadbeen swept aside to reveal a long, narrow skeleton, a macabre workof art rendered in pale pink crystal. Before the alcove stood afair-haired man, his attention focused on the elf woman sitting ona tall chair with an attached table. The arm propped by this tablehad been sliced open to reveal not bones but slim metal bars and anintricate mesh of clockwork gears.
"I will restore your sword arm now,”Rhendish said. “The rest you will have to earn.”
The elf stared at him withunreadable eyes. For long moments, the only sound in the room wasthe soft plink ofblood dripping through the table drain to the basinbelow.
The old man studied the elf's face,wondering what lay behind those winter-gray eyes. Once, he mighthave felt her intent as clearly as he experienced his own. He mighthave known how she would respond. He might have been able toanticipate-
The elf leaped from the chair andsnatched a knife from Rhendish's work table. She lunged at theadept.
Rhendish lifted one hand in a swift,sharp gesture. The elf slammed to a stop as if she'd run into aninvisible wall.
The weapon dropped from her hand.She fell to her knees, but her eyes never left Rhendish'sface.
Clanking footsteps grew closer,louder. Four clockwork guards marched into the workroom. Neitherelf nor adept broke their fierce stare. The guards faltered andfroze in mid-strike, adding a sense of tightly coiled menace to thegrim tableau.
The old man could neither see norsense magic, but he could not fail to perceive the silent battlethat raged between the elf and the adept.
He knew a frisson of alarm. Oh, hehad no doubt who would prevail, but the battle itself wasworrisome. It proved the elf knew Rhendish's deepest secret: Theadept was a sorcerer as well as an alchemist. Not much of asorcerer, perhaps, but then, after ten years of alchemicalexperimentation and clockwork "improvements," the elf wasn't muchof an elf, either.
Still, he had to admire astubbornness that outlived flesh and memory. The things the elf hadwithstood over the past ten years should have broken her mind andkilled her a dozen times over. Even now, with her face as bloodlessas moonlight on snow and her arm sliced down to her metallic bones,she put up a struggle that raised beads of sweat on Rhendish'sbrow.
The old man looked around for thesource of the crash. This was an alchemist's lab, and spills couldbe deadly. Shards of glass littered the floor just beyond thealcove, but thankfully no stain marred the carpet, and noalchemical stench rose from the shards.
Old bones creaked as he stooped fora closer view. His eyes narrowed as he noted a shard of glassclinging to a familiar looking hilt. He slid one hand under thecurtain and grasped the hilt.
As he lifted it, a blood-red dropfell from the shard and stained the hem of his tunic. He lifted thefabric to sniff. Blood, yes, but mixed with something else,something acrid and complex and certainly alchemical inorigin.
He brought the glass blade closer tohis face. The break was smooth and regular, as if it traced anatural weakness in the blade. It looked like the curve of a rosepetal.
Suddenly he knew where he'd seenthis hilt before.
He looked at the elf with deepeningconcern. She'd substituted a glass dagger for the Thorn, an ancientelfin dagger rumored to be the conduit for magic that lay beyondthe ambitions of wizards and the imagination of storyspinners. Thesubstitution was a clever trick, but it required more thancleverness. It required the services of both a skilled weapon smithand a talented alchemist.
Rhendish knew about the dwarf in FoxWinterborn's band of thieves. He'd held the dwarf prisoner for ashort time. The old man wondered what Rhendish would do if he knewthat one of his fellow alchemists had thrown in with the CityFox.
This was grim news indeed. The Foxmight be dead, but rebellions could be fueled by martyrs. Any mancanny enough to become an alchemist would know this.
A clatter of metal drew the oldman's attention back to the workroom. Every clockwork guard haddropped to one knee. Moving as one, they lifted mailed fists andthumped them to their chests in an unmistakable-and veryelfin-gesture of fealty.
“Release him, sister-self,” the elfsaid.
The old man followed her gaze andclapped one hand over his mouth to stifle his cry.
Rhendish's eyes bulged. His lips hadturned an unhealthy shade of blue. His hands tugged at the longcrystal fingers wrapped round his throat.
At the elf's command, the crystalarms dropped to the skeleton’s sides. The gentle chiming of boneagainst bone sounded like distant, faintly mockinglaughter.
The silence that followed was brokenonly by Rhendish’s rasping breaths. Uncertainty twisted hishandsome features, but his face did not show the fear that wouldcome with true understanding.
The old man understood all toowell.
Twenty years ago, Sevrin had risenup against their sorcerer lord. For twenty years, the Council ofAdepts had been waging a quieter war on magic. If the other adeptslearned Rhendish's secret, if they knew that one of the seven mostpowerful men on Sevrin's islands was a sorcerer, they would joinforces against him and drag him out to sea. They would find thebiggest glacier within a tenday sail, and they would use weaponsnot seen since the defeat of Eldreath to melt a hole in thatglacier twenty fathoms deep. Then they would drop the sorcerer intothis hole and stand guard until it froze over.
Unless, of course, they could thinkof a more unpleasant and decisive ending.
The details didn't matter. Rhendishwas powerful, but he didn't stand a chance against the combinedmight of his fellow adepts.
There was but one solution: Removethe other adepts before they could learn what the elfknew.
It did not occur to the old man tokill the elf. She would die, of course, but not before she led himto the Thorn.



Chapter 2: Starsingers Grove


Nimbolk's gaze swept the clearing,looking for anything that might explain his unease.
All seemed to be in order. New snowblanketed the Starsingers Grove, and a jeweled night sky borewitness to the midwinter tribunal. Elves clad in nightfall bluestood about in small groups, talking softly as they awaited thequeen's call to order. Tonight they would learn who had triggeredthe Thorn's alarm and pass judgment on the traitor they'd soughtfor many years.
A slim hand rested on his sword arm.He looked down into the serene white face of the ForestQueen.
"You are as restless as caged cats,"she said. "Are you uneasy without a sword at hand, or are youcontemplating your reunion with my sister?"
"The two feelings are notunrelated," he said in a dry tone.
Asteria, Lady of Mistheim and queenof the forest folk, responded with an inelegant snort. Heramusement soon faded, and with it, her resemblance to the warriorwho was her twin-born sister.
Most elves would say Asteria andZiharah were as alike as two raindrops. Nimbolk, who from hisboyhood had worshipped the future queen and wrestled in the leavesand mud with her sister, saw no resemblance beyond a similar shapeof face and feature.
Asteria dressed all in white andwore her hair long and loose, as befitted a queen. The snow-coloredwaves fell nearly to the ground, more lustrous than the fine whitefur of her cloak. She had delicate hands and the wise, deep gaze ofone who heard the echo of ancient voices in the starsong they allshared.
Grace. Thatwas Asteria's shadow-name, the word that, in all its meanings, bestdescribed her essence. Asteria embodied elegance, beauty, charm,and divine favor.
Her twin possessed a sterner nature.A warrior to her bones, she'd been named Queen's Champion at an agewhen most elves were still learning runes and forest lore. She'dearned the honor. Nimbolk couldn't deny this, even though he'd comeout the loser in this particular competition. And he had to admitthe role suited her, as did her shadow-name:
Honor.
Parchment whispered as Asteria drewa tiny, well-worn scroll from her sleeve. She unrolled it andsmoothed her fingers over the runes with the reverence usuallyafforded ancient treasures and newborn elves.
"The first word I've had from her innearly ten years," she said. "Ten years, Nimbolk!"
"Ten years is a long time for aChampion to leave her queen."
"She traveled at my command,"Asteria reminded him. Her face turned wistful. "Though she mighthave written sooner."
"And less cryptically." He shook hishead. "Longest night, reddestrose. What sort of field report isthat?"
Asteria didn't respond, but then,his question didn't merit discussion. The message was clear enough.Midwinter night was the traditional time for elven tribunals, theappropriate time to bring a traitor to justice. Many elves hadsought this traitor, but the Queen's Champion had won again, andshe was bringing her prize to the Starsingers Grove to be judged bythe Thorn.
The queen drew the crystal daggerfrom a sheath on her belt. The rose within had folded its pedals atdusk to a tightly furled bud.
She glanced up at Nimbolk. "Do youremember when the rose appeared?"
"As if it wereyesterday."
A rose blooming in the heart of acrystal blade-just the sort of whimsical touch expected of elves.Only the old races would read the warning in it, portents of magictwisted into unnatural shapes for treacherous means.
Nimbolk had been among the first tobare his sword arm and demand that the Thorn taste his blood. Everyelf in Mistheim had followed. Not once had the crystal rose bloomedred.
If Ziharah was right-and she hadthat annoying habit-it would bloom tonight.
A murmur rippled through theclearing, and the tribunal members near the western border of thegrove fell back to reveal a new-come elf.
For a moment Nimbolk did notrecognize her, though he knew her face as well as he knew his own.Her warrior's frame had grown thin and frail, and deep shadowsgathered beneath her eyes and in the hollows of her face. Thewinter Fading was slow to come upon her; her eyes had changed fromthe hazel green of summer to winter gray, but small dark streakslingered in the white of her hair so that it resembled the bark ofa birch tree. She walked slowly, and with the aid of a rudelycarved wooden staff. Elfin runes ran the length of the staff, allbut hidden by the rough texture. Nimbolk could only make out oneword: Honor.
The queen's eyes lit up and shestarted forward with a glad cry.
Nimbolk leaped into her path andseized her shoulders. "That isn't Ziharah."
"Of course it is!"
He moved aside. "See how she moves,slow and heavy. Ziharah moved like a cat, like the wind. Look ather eyes. Ziharah doesn't live in them. They are empty.Haunted."
Guilty, headded silently.
"She has been wounded," Asteriasaid, but she sounded less certain.
"Look at her staff," he said."Look at it! She'swarning us that she is no longer what she was. Honor is whatremains when everything else has been stripped away."
"Honor," she murmured. "And more runesbelow…"
The queen's eyes narrowed as shestudied the staff, then widened in alarm. "Ambush. Flee!"
She repeated the warning in high,ringing tones.
The elves whirled toward the trees,poised for flight.
Too late.
The crash and clatter of heavyfootsteps rattled the forest in a sudden, thunderous rush. Armedhumans, far too many of them, burst into the sacredgrove.
Throughout the clearing, elfin handsreached instinctively for the weapons they usually wore.
Crimson rain spattered the snow asthe first elves fell. The humans came on in a wild rush, jostlingeach other in their frenzy to kill.
Nimbolk backed Asteria against agiant fir and placed himself between the queen and the invaders. Helooked to the trees, to the hidden places where archers keptguard.
No arrows answered the attack. Noneof the guards who kept watch in the forest around the grove ran toprotect the queen and the tribunal. The humans could not possiblyhave destroyed them all, unless…
His gaze found Honor. Elves werefalling all around her, but she did not fight. She walked steadilytoward Asteria, every step so heavy she might have been sloggingthrough knee-high mud.
A surge of power swept past him. Hefelt the edge of it, as if he'd been brushed by the fletching of agiant's arrow.
Honor stopped. Her eyes cleared andfilled with anguish.
"Together," Asteria urged. "Join me,sister! We'll fight their magic together."
A tall, bearded human ran pastHonor. Her staff made a quick, subtle arc, and suddenly the man waspitching face-first into the snow. His sword flew from hishand.
She caught it by the hilt, nevertaking her eyes from Asteria's face, and flipped the weapon towardNimbolk.
The sword felt strange in his hand,heavy and graceless, and the notched grip of the aurak-tusk hilthad been carved for a larger hand. But when he tested it against ahuman's throat, he could find no fault with its edge.
Two more of the invaders fell to hisborrowed blade before an alarm went up. One of the humans shouted acurse and pointed at Nimbolk with a bloody sword. The man sheathedhis blade and reached over his shoulder for a bow. Two other menjoined him, stringing their bows and thrusting handfuls of arrowsinto the snow. Moving as one, the men drew and released.
Honor's staff twisted and danced asshe turned the first three arrows aside. More fighters flanked themwith raised blades; those she left to Asteria's otherdefender.
Nimbolk understood. Some dark magickept Honor from attacking her captors, but the fool who held her inthrall had apparently neglected to specify that she couldnot defend.
It was something, but he would havebeen glad of her sword. When they were not fighting each other,they made a formidable team. In years past, the two of them,standing back to back, could hold off a dozen of the Mistheim'sbest warriors.
At least he had Asteria's help.Starsong magic hummed through him, speeding his sword arm, slowingthe blood flowing from his wounds, dulling the pain.
One of the humans barked a command.The swordsmen scrambled out of the way as a swarm of arrows spedtoward the elfin trio.
A black-shafted arrow piercedHonor's sword arm. She hardly seemed to notice. But Nimbolk feltthe arrow that grazed his shoulder, the arrow that drove deep intohis thigh, the arrow that thrust a fiery lance of pain into hisside. And the next arrow, and the next.
He did not remember falling, but hemust have done so, for why else would he be lying in thesnow?
Honor kicked him aside and took hisplace. One of the men lunged at her, slashing at the knee she'dbeen favoring. Nimbolk heard the sword's impact, the chillingscrape of metal against bone.
She swayed but did not fall. "Go,Asteria. Go now."
Nimbolk could read the reluctance onthe queen's face despite the mist that gathered on the edges of hisvision. In a voice weighted by duty and dull with sorrow, Asteriaspoke words that molded starsong into a softly glowingportal.
A dull thud sounded behind her.Asteria slumped to the ground. In the light from the fading portal,blood bloomed against the shining snowfall of her hair.
The humans closed in, wolvessurrounding a fallen doe.
Even now, Honor did not attack them,but twin fires of rage and frustration burned in hereyes.
The man she'd tripped bent down toreclaim the sword Nimbolk had wielded. "Bring the queen and thedagger," he commanded. A cruel light slid into his pale blue eyes."Better yet, bring her corpse."
Honor's shoulders sagged in defeat,and if not for her staff she probably would have fallen into thesnow beside her sister. She pushed away from the staff and startedto reach for Asteria, stopping as she noticed the arrow impalingher forearm. She grasped it just below the barbed point and yankedit free, not even flinching as shaft and fletching slid through thewound.
Honor dragged the queen to her feetand scooped her limp body into her arms. "Minue take you!" shesnarled as she hurled her twin-born sister at the massivefir.
To the humans, the words would soundlike a curse, an invocation to some dark god or demon. They wouldsee only an elf forced into treachery, cursing them as she dashedher queen's head against an ancient pine.
But Nimbolk's elfin eyes had seenthe bark of the tree turn to mist, as insubstantial as arainbow.
The queen disappeared.
Minue, the tree's guardian dryad,had taken her.
Honor pushed herself away from thesolid trunk. Her leggings had been torn from thigh to calf,exposing her wounded knee. For a fleeting moment Nimbolk could havesworn that metal, not bone, gleamed through the blood.
She ran one hand over a new circleof runes on the bark and then turned to face the invaders, triumphwritten on her face.
"You lose, Volgo."
"There's a first time foreverything." The bearded man reached down into the bloody snow andcame up with the Thorn in his hand. "Unfortunately for you, thisisn't it."
He made a sharp gesture with thedagger. Behind Honor, the man who'd clubbed Asteria raised hisweapon high.
Nimbolk tried to shout a warning,but no breath remained to him. Even if he could warn her, even ifhe had starsong left to send her, she could not move quickly enoughto avoid her fate.
In helpless silence, he steeledhimself to witness the death of the elf he loved nearly as much ashe hated.

Honor surged to her feet, gasping asshe felt anew the impact of the club-the moment of bright, sharplight, the sound of her own shattering skull and the sense ofcrystal shards slicing deep into mind and memory.
The pain faded quickly, leaving onlythe burning agony in her sword arm. The memory of battle remained,vivid as a fairy's illusion. It felt familiar, like opening a bookand reading a well-known tale.
She pulled up the skirts of the gownRhendish had given her and propped one foot against the wall so shecould study her knee. Yes, there were faint silver lines round theknee, and when she twisted her leg she found deeper scars in thecrease behind.
More metal, moregears.
Less elf.
She took a moment to absorb this. Inthe depths of her heart, despair thundered like winter surf. Sheacknowledged it, but she did not let the waves overwhelmher.
Instead, she unwrapped the bandageon her sword arm and regarded the neat row of new stitches whereRhendish had removed a few broken gears. Tomorrow, he would replaceone of the metal rods with crystal grown from her own shatteredbones. The next day, he would do more. And the next. She would bearit for as long as the task required.
And when it was done, she owedRhendish the strength of her sword arm for a year and a day. Thatwas the pledge she'd made, the price of the Thorn'ssafety.
"It is decided," she said, turningher mind to other things.
She walked over to her chamberwindow and gazed out over Rhendish's courtyard as she pondered themeaning of this vision.
Though she welcomed the return ofmemory, even one so painful as this, she could not understand whythis memory had come to her through Nimbolk's eyes.
The connection among elfin warriorsran along deep and complex paths, but it seldom included a sharingof memories, and it did not transcend death.
That could only mean Nimbolk wasalive. And unless the warrior had become a priest or mystic in thelast decade-a notion too incongruous for her to entertain for evena moment-a connection strong enough for shared memory meant that nogreat distance or open seas separated them.
Nimbolk had come to the islands ofSevrin. Knowing Nimbolk, she had no doubt that he'd come for theThorn, and she knew all too well how he'd deal with anyone whostood between him and his duty.
Honor reached under her mattress anddrew out several battered items of clothing. The shadow-coloredgarments she'd worn during the battle in Muldonny's fortress hadnot been improved by her long fall into the sea, but where she wasgoing, they'd be less conspicuous than Rhendish's silk andgems.
She had to warn Fox, whether or nothe wanted to listen to her.



Chapter 3: Kronhus


Sailing from Heartstone to Kronhusrequired a boat, a brisk wind, and a long night. Thanks to Vishni,acquiring a boat presented no problem. The little fishing vesselotherwise would have spent a day or two bobbing alongside itsmooring post while its owners recovered from her latest prank. Andin late summer, winds from the south blew warm and strong. Acurrent ran along the western sea, speeding their course as theyskimmed past one island after another.
Even so, it seemed to Fox Winterbornthat no boat had ever moved so slowly, and no night had ever lastedso long. Knowing that this would be the shortest and easiest partof the journey did little to set his mind at ease.
When morning came, he would have tofind smugglers willing to take him and his three companions out tosea, to the floating markets where business was done onmainlanders' ships, far from the watching eyes of Sevrin's rulingadepts. To complicate matters, one of Fox's companions was a fairy,one was a dwarf, and the third was a man from a distant land andanother time.
Fox was not certain which of thethree would present the biggest problem. Probably not Delgar. Theyoung dwarf stood taller than most of his kind, near the midpointof five feet and six, and although his natural coloring was anunrelieved shade of gray, he could change the hue of his skin andhair at will. His frame carried more muscle than most men couldboast, but his face was clean-shaven and handsome. He could passfor human.
So could slim, winsome Vishni, aslong as no one looked too closely at her eyes. She had prettyeyes-big, dark eyes that sparkled with childlike delight-but whatshone through them was not even remotely human.
Oddly enough, it was Avidan, thehuman alchemist, who stood out. In a land where most men were talland broad and blond, his dark southern skin, black hair, and hawk'snose proclaimed him a stranger. And Avidan was very, very strange.He was brilliant-Fox never doubted that for a moment-but notentirely sane.
Even the longest night musteventually end. The moon was sinking into the western sea when Foxcaught sight of Nightsails, the nearest and largest of the island'sports. As befitted its name, the little seaport bustled withactivity. Torchlight glimmered against narrow wharfs. More torchesbobbed along the stairs leading down the cliff as people hurriedtoward the docks. A bank of fire blazed along the shore, coaxinglong shadows from the piles of boxes waiting to be loaded aboardthe boats or raised cliff-top by ropes and pulleys. "Kronhus" camefrom an old word for "time," and the islanders seemed determined tomake good use of every minute.
It was not quite sunrise, butalready smoke rose from the city's forges. The main business ofKronhus was glass and the things that could be made from it. Forreasons no sage or storyspinner could explain, Kronhus and theislets surrounding it were rich in quartz ideal for glass-makingand further blessed by an abundance of sea coal for fuel. Many ofthe islanders made a livelihood from gathering the glittering blacknuggets that strewed the coasts after each tide and everystorm.
Vishni perched on the bow, her armsspread wide and her face lifted to the spray. Silhouetted againstthe torchlight, she looked like a bowsprit, or perhaps a sea nymphwith sails for wings.
"Best get down," Fox called. "We'realmost there."
The fairy scrambled into the boatand gave his hair a tug. "Best tuck this fox tail under your cap.Things could get awkward if you were recognized, what with youbeing dead and all."
Delgar snorted and reached for theline securing the jib. He coaxed the knot free with deft fingersand let some of the wind out of the sails. Another tug released themainsail's starboard line. He shifted over to the wooden bench onthe port side. The little vessel came around, slowing as it changeddirection. Delgar secured the rope with a few twists as he reachedwith his other hand for the crank that raised the keel. There wereno deepwater ports on Kronhus, and even the small vessel they'd" borrowed" from the fishermen who'd caught Vishni's attention couldeasily run aground.
The fairy watched Delgar withinterest. "None of the stories about dwarves describe you assea-going folk. When we're out to sea and the smugglers take overthe work of sailing, you can tell me where you learned to do allthis."
"No."
"Are there ballads about it? Iwouldn't mind hearing a new ballad. You should sing more. I've onlyever heard you sing when you're stoneshifting. Why is that? Whodoesn't like singing ballads?"
"Me."
"Sea chanteys would also be good,"she mused, "but they usually don't tell much of a story. Of course,I suppose you don't really have to sing. You could just tell me thestory with plain words. I can add improvements after."
Delgar turned to Avidan, who sat onthe rear bench, one narrow brown hand resting on the tiller. "Howmany languages do you speak?"
"Seven with fluency," he said,"though I can read several more reasonably well."
"Do any of them have a word for 'no'that a fairy will understand?"
The alchemist gave this question farmore deliberation than it deserved. "Not as such." Fox paid scantattention to his friends' talk. His gaze searched the dock, theshore, the cliffs, looking for anything that might complicate theirescape from Sevrin.
Beyond the dock, torchlightglimmered on purple sand. Fox glanced at the sack of amethysts thatlay at Avidan's feet. They'd been collecting the purple rocks fornearly four years now, on the alchemist's advice. Before Avidancame to them, Fox hadn't known the name "amethyst" or dreamed thatin some lands the colored quartz might be considered a gemstone. OnKronhus, it was used for making bottles. Cheap bottles.
But Delgar had agreed with Avidan,and he assured Fox that a sack of amethysts would buy them passageon a smugglers' ship.
It was Vishni who'd suggested thatthey leave from Kronhus, reasoning that smugglers tended to mindtheir own affairs. Sailing from Stormwatch would have made moresense under most circumstances, but that had been Muldonny'sisland. And since Muldonny's death was being widely attributed tothe City Fox, the young thief found it prudent to avoid thatisland's ports.
The adept's death weighed heavily onFox. He owed his life to Honor, and when she'd asked him toinfiltrate Sevrin's greatest stronghold to retrieve the Thorn, he'dagreed without hesitation. The fact that Muldonny was known tosurround himself with clockwork constructs rather than human guardsmade the decision easier. Fox had no qualms about destroyingmachinery, but he didn't enter the stronghold with intention tokill.
Nor had he imagined Muldonny's deathmight be the spark that kindled the rebellion he had long dreamedof leading.
A sharp jab from Delgar's elbowbrought Fox's attention back to the moment. "Look at the peoplegetting off that boat," the dwarf said in a low voice. "Seeanything familiar about them?"
The torchlight suddenly seemed apale thing compared to so many heads dyed bright, fiery red. As themen swaggered down the wharf, dock hands and fisherfolk stopped towatch them with narrowed eyes.
Vishni beamed and pointed. "Look atthat! A whole flock of foxes, here on Kronhus! My City Fox storiesare spreading like warm honey."
Fox caught the fairy's hand anddragged it down. "Don't draw attention."
"And strictly speaking," Avidan saidwith equal sternness, "a group of foxes is called a troop or askulk."
"They're not doing much skulking,"Vishni said as she jerked her hand out of Fox's grasp. "And come tothink of it, I don't recognize any of them. Not that I know all thefoxes and vixens, but there's at least twenty men there. You'dthink I'd recognize at least one of them."
"This couldn't be good." Fox turnedto the dwarf. "Turn this thing around. Move fast. Don't make itlook like we're running."
"Pick any two," grumbled Delgar, buthe set to work bringing the boat about.
Fox pointed northward. "There's asmaller wharf by the observatory. We should be able to find a boatthere."
"Why don't we just take this oneout?" Vishni asked.
"It's a big ocean," Delgar said."You think it's easy to find a ship in the open sea?"
"From the air?" she retorted. "Icould do it."
"Without getting distracted byseagulls?"
Fox sent a warning scowl in Delgar'sdirection. "Thanks for the offer, Vishni, but it wouldn't work.Smugglers from the mainland are used to dealing with certain ships,certain captains. They'd have no reason to trust us."
"Nor we them," Avidan said. "Were weto approach one of these ships, what would keep them from takingthe amethysts and sailing on? No, their desire to maintain anongoing arrangement with Kronhus smugglers will purchase ourpassage more securely than any gemstone."
"That's sound thinking," Delgar saidwithout a hint of his usual sarcasm.
"Your approval fills me with joy,"the alchemist said without a hint of anything resemblingemotion.
Delgar snorted and turned hisattention back to the sails.
The fairy sidled closer to Fox. "Youdon't think the foxes will attack Kronhus's adept?" shewhispered.
"I don't think the islanders wouldstand for it."
She nodded. "That's good. There arelots of stories about that one."
Fox had heard a few. Tymion was themost flamboyant member of the Council of Adepts. He was renownedfor his table and his hospitality, but apparently he approachedfeasting and fighting with equal enthusiasm. In his youth he'dfought more than a few duels. He'd lost one ear to an opponent'ssword and had replaced it with a wardrobe of metallic ears: copperfor every day, silver for star-gazing, gold and gemstone forfestive wear. Rumor suggested that the adept never slept but spentevery night in an observatory filled with strange devices thatenabled him to wrest secrets from the stars. He wrote and performedin plays that, so he claimed, gave portents of things to come.Opinion was divided on whether Tymion made this claim in earnest orin jest, but the people of Kronhus took pride in hiseccentricities. The exploits of "Father Tyme," as he wasaffectionately called, provided them with a constant source ofentertainment.
Fairies, Fox mused, were not theonly people who valued stories.
Only a wisp or two of sunrise pinkcolored the sky when they reached the cliff surrounding the Kronhusobservatory. The massive stone keep, a remnant from ancient times,brooded above the cliff, looking dour and glum despite the glassdome that gleamed in the morning light.
Vishni stood up suddenly. Fox pulledher down, but not before he saw what had caught herattention.
Three men, all of them red-haired,were pulling a skiff onto the purple sand. The tallest of themslung a thick coil of rope over his shoulder and began to climb thesteep rocky cliff.
"What are they up to?" Foxmurmured.
Delgar glanced at the climbers andshrugged. "Why do you care?"
"Whatever they're doing, they'redoing in my name." Fox took a deep breath as he weighed dutyagainst inclination. "Let's find out what's going on."
"Have you forgotten the Thorn?" Delgar demanded. "The need to get it away from Sevrin as soon aspossible?"
Vishni put a hand on the dwarf'sarm. "Let him go. He wants to control his own story. Everyonedoes."
"As far as Sevrin is concerned, Foxis dead. He doesn't havea story anymore. He has a legend. No one gets tocontrol his own legend."
The fairy patted Delgar's armapprovingly. "Now, that's good thinking. Heroes can get in the wayof the story. Legends are much easier to improve."
Delgar turned to Avidan. "Did I justadvise her to kill uncooperative heroes?"
"Not as such, no. It might beprudent, however, for Fox to humor her with an explosion from timeto time. Mind the keel, now."
The dwarf cranked up the keelmoments before the boat grated to a stop, still several yards fromthe shore. Fox leaped over the side and splashed toward theimposters.
The first man had reached the top.The other two were climbing the rope he'd tossed down. Fox ran tothe cliff and began to follow them. He heard the dwarf behind him,grumbling as he picked his way across the rock-strewnshore.
The lowest man glanced down, joltingwith surprise as he noted Fox. He kicked at some loose stones,sending a small avalanche toward his pursuer.
Fox shielded his face with one armuntil the clatter of stones died away. When he looked up again, hefaced a small crossbow.
Below him, Delgar slapped both palmsagainst the cliff and sang three quick, deep notes.
Deep, thunderous rumbling shiveredthrough the cliff. A jagged crack shot past Fox like lightning inreverse. It split, and one of the branches flashed toward the pitonthe crossbowman was holding.
The metal wedge slipped from thewidened crevice, and suddenly the crossbowman was falling. Foxleaned aside, but one of the man's flailing arms clipped him andknocked him from his perch.
Fortunately, he hadn't climbed highenough for the fall to do him much harm, even without the cushionprovided by the imposter.
"Nice of the other Fox to break yourfall," Vishni said.
The thief sent her a filthy glare ashe hauled himself to his feet. He glanced up. The other two men hadscaled the cliff. One of them gave him a mocking littlewave.
Their less fortunate comradegroaned, twitched, and went limp. Avidan knelt beside the man anduntied the strings tying a bag to his belt. He removed from it asmall, round disk, about the size of a biscuit. His face darkenedas he studied it.
"What is it?" Fox asked.
The alchemist looked up. "SomethingI have not seen for many years. Something I had hoped never to seeagain."
He twisted the little disk to revealthe gears within. "Every clockwork device follows certain patterns.Some are as simple as a clock chiming the hour. Others allowhuman-shaped servants to follow a series of commands. To explainhow this device works would require years of instruction, but forthe sake of simplicity, imagine a parchment scraped clean so thatnew words can be written upon it."
"So that pocketful of scrap metal isthe parchment knife."
"Andthe new instructions," Avidan said. "And beforeyou ask what they are, please observe that this device is notscroll, to be read at a glance."
Fox shifted impatiently. "Fine.What's your best guess?"
"If I had to guess, which underordinary circumstances I avoid most assiduously, I would say thatthis device was intended to turn one of Tymion's clockwork guardsinto an assassin."
One adept down, six more togo.
The words of an angry fisherman,spoken the day after Muldonny's death, rang through Fox's mind likea death knell.
"Not today," Fox said. "Who's withme?"
Pink wings, bright as sunrise, burstfrom Vishni's shoulders. Before anyone could stop her, she snatchedup the crossbow and leaped into flight. She disappeared from viewand a moment later, a length of rope slithered down thecliff.
Avidan removed a glass orb from apadded bag at his belt and handed it to Fox. "This contains some ofMuldonny's metal solvent. I suspect you'll find a use forit."
"Thanks." Fox dropped it into hisbag and reached for the rope.
Delgar waved him back. He spat inhis hands and seized the rope. After giving it a couple of hardtugs, he began to haul himself up hand over hand, moving so easilythat he brought to mind a stout gray spider.
Fox followed, ignoring the pain inhis bruised ribs. Vishni beckoned him up, her face bright withexcitement. She grabbed a fistful of his tunic and helped him crawlonto the ledge. Delgar was already deep into a stoneshifting chant,feet spread wide and hands planted on the wall of thekeep.
Fox looked for the imposters. Theywere edging along the ever-narrowing ledge with shuffling, sidewayssteps, arms spread wide as they hugged the wall. Below them the sealapped against the cliff. Ahead, a balcony jutted out over thewater.
"He's singing." Vishni spun thewords out, gave them a sibilant little caress. "Oh, yes.Stoneshifters know the best songs."
Something in the fairy's tone raisedthe hair on the back of Fox's neck. He glanced her way. Anexpression of bliss suffused her face, and she swayed in time tothe dwarf's chant.
Fox had no idea what this meant, buthe was fairly certain it would lead nowhere good.
"Nice tune, Delgar. Think you canpick up the tempo?"
This brought a frown to the fairy'sface. "Everyone," she said darkly, "is a critic."
She raised the crossbow, pointed itat the nearest man, and pulled the trigger.
The loosed string sang a singlesharp note. The bolt struck the stone inches from the man's hand.He jolted, lost his balance, and fell back, arms churning. Hedropped into the sea with a splash.
Delgar stopped his chanting longenough for an exasperated sigh.
The final assassin reached thebalcony and flung himself over the rail. A door opened and clickedshut behind him.
A scowl swept across the dwarf'sface. After a moment of indecision, he drew the Thorn from his beltand murmured a few deep notes.
Six feet of stone wall swung inwardon silent hinges, a door where none had been before. The threefriends hurried inside. Behind them, the massive door closed andsealed silently.
The interior of the ancient keep wasa single circular room, empty but for a series of stout stonepillars and a tightly spiraled stair. Open doors revealed longhallways leading to the more modern wings of the adept'skeep.
In the room overhead, a tableoverturned with a crash, followed by the clang of metal.
"Ha! I have you now!" howled aresonant baritone. The table crashed again. "Wait, no I don't!Hold, you blackguard! Hold, I say!"
Fox pulled the acid-filled globefrom his bag and raced up the stairs. Delgar followed closely,stomping upon his shadow with every step.
They burst into the glass-roofedobservatory to see a portly man dressed in sapphire blue dueling aclockwork soldier. And by dueling, Fox meant dodging one vicioussword stroke after another.
Judging from the color of hisclothes and the silver ear dangling from a chain around his necklike a bizarre pendant, the swordsman could only be the adeptTymion. His metal opponent wore a disk identical to the one Avidanhad found. It had been stuck to one side of the construct's head,like a single ear. The assassin, whoever he was, had a peculiarsense of humor.
Father Tyme did not attempt toreturn the metal warrior's attacks, and he blocked with glancingparries that forced sword to slide against sword, giving him amoment to dance aside.
Fox assessed the situation. He hadone acid globe. Melting the device on the guard's neck would stopthe attack, but a head shot was risky. If he missed, he'd be foundstanding over yet another dead adept.
To complicate matters, Tymion stoodbetween Fox and the metal assassin. Fox glanced at Delgar andhauled back the globe for the throw.
"On three."
Delgar seized the back of Tymion'scollar and jerked him out of the way. The glass ball flew past andshattered against the assassin's chest. Metal hissed and bubbled.The clockwork guard dropped to its knees and fell facedown to thefloor, lifeless as a ship's anchor.
Tymion struggled to his feet, swordstill in hand. His jaw dropped when he beheld the youngthief.
"My stars! And I do meanmine," he said as hewaved one arm in an expansive gesture that encompassed theobservatory and its jumble of lenses and astrolabes. "Welcome,welcome! I must say, you've an excellent arm, for a deadman."
"Um," Fox said. "Thanks. Isuppose."
The adept slid his sword back intoits scabbard. "To what do I owe this most timelyhaunting?"
Fox reached down into the scrapmetal and pried the disk from the construct's head. He scraped offsome of the adhesive-pine sap, by the smell of it-and handed it toTymion.
The adept sucked air throughclenched teeth. "Rhendish," he said darkly. He glanced at Fox."Unless, of course, some enterprising thief stole this fromhim?"
That possibility had never occurredto Fox. "I doubt it," he said slowly. "Thieves have territory, justlike cats. Anyone who steals from Rhendish knows he'll have me todeal with."
"A fearsome prospect, to be sure,"the astronomer said somberly.
Fox didn't take insult from thetwinkle in Tymion's eye. Considering that he'd just claimed to be abigger threat than Heartstone's adept, he figured he had a bit ofmockery coming his way.
The humor faded from Tymion's face."A shame about Muldonny, though. I rather liked theman."
"For what it's worth, so didI."
The adept nodded as if he'd expectedto hear this. "You deliver that line well. Just the right amount ofregret, a bit of a growl to lend an ominous edge. Nicely done. Mostimpressive. Most ghosts merely groan and wail. Very tiresome,wailing."
Fox slid a quick glance at Delgar.The dwarf shrugged.
"There might be other attacks," Foxsaid. "We saw at least twenty red-haired men by the southerndock."
Tymion looked impressed. "That many?Some herbalist is doing a brisk business in red charildye."
He held up a hand to forestall Fox'snext comment. "My dear ghost, I thank you for your warning andassure you that I do not take it lightly. I shall have my men roundup the reds, as they say."
Delgar cleared his throat. "We'lljust be going, then."
"Hmm? Oh yes, I suppose so. Back toyour watery grave, and so on."
Fox was beginning to suspect thatthe stories of the adept's eccentricities erred on the side ofunderstatement. "I'm not a ghost."
"Of course you're not." Tymionleaned in confidingly. "But you must admit that it makes for abetter story."
"He could sprout big pink butterflywings right now and I wouldn't be a bit surprised," Delgarmuttered.
Shouts rose from the hall below.Tymion cast his eyes skyward. "My guards. They might not be quick,but they're loud."
He waved one pudgy hand toward anopen window. "There's a ladder beyond that leads down to thebalcony. In case of fire, you know. Very practical, ladders. Isuggest you imagine a sudden blaze engulfing the room and respondwith appropriate haste. And Fox?"
The young thief paused at the openwindow and glanced back inquiringly.
"Leave Rhendish to me," Tymion saidflatly.
"I can't do that."
The adept sighed and shook his head."Then, young man, you truly are a ghost."



Chapter 4: A New Hunt


Tymion watched the two young menclimb through the window and listened to the creak of the ladder ashe waited for his guards to arrive.
And waited.
The shouts in the great hall belowhad died away. The only sound came from the sea winds whistlingaround the old stone keep.
Something was amiss. Tymion fixedhis silver ear back into place, drew his sword with a flourish, andstruck a heroic pose.
And waited.
At last he heard slow, soft stepsclimbing the observatory's spiral stair, a tread far too light fora clockwork guard.
"Foolish things, clockwork," theadept muttered. "Unreliable. They rust in the sea air, take on theoccasional murderous rage."
The unmistakable click of a crossbowsounded behind him. Tymion stiffened and began to turn toward thisnew threat.
"Two assassination attempts in onemorning seems a bit excessive, don't you thi-"
Shock clutched his throat withinvisible hands, cutting off his words and breath. Tymion had hisshare of whimsical moments, but never could he have imaginedthis, not in a thousandyears.
His most unexpected guest pressed alever. The crossbow sang a single deadly note.
Tymion staggered back, clutching atthe bolt in his chest. His legs struck the edge of the giantastrolabe in the room's center. He fell back onto the enormousdisk, twitching and gasping like a landed fish.
He'd spent months marking theposition of the stars on this astrolabe's curving grid. Years, somany years, devoted to charting the night skies. There was still somuch to do, to learn.
He pushed aside his charts with anincreasingly feeble hand. His apprentices complained loudly enoughabout his handwriting when they transcribed his readings. Bloodstains would discomfit them utterly.
And there seemed to be a great dealof blood. Well, it would have to do, wouldn't it?
The adept wiped one hand across hissodden tunic and with his own blood wrote a name and a warning amidthe stars.

* * *

When his men burst into theobservatory, weapons drawn, nothing awaited them but Tymion's stillform and the ruins of a clockwork guard. The hilt of thealchemist's own dagger rose from his silent chest.
They stared at the bloody name onthe astrolabe.
"Best not to mention this," one ofthem said at last. "Father Tyme was a good lord, for all his oddways. One last bit of madness shouldn't overshadow all. He doesn'tdeserve to be remembered for this."
A murmur of agreement rippledthrough the room. One of the guards leaned down and used the sleeveof his tunic to wipe away the impossible claim.

* * *

The thieves regrouped at the boatand pushed it out to sea, leaving the third would-be assassin tiedon the shore for the adept's men to find.
No wind stirred the cove, so Foxdrew the oars out from under the hold and passed one toDelgar.
They rowed in silence. Even Vishniseemed subdued.
"The adept's death was none of ourdoing," Avidan said.
Fox huffed. "We were there whenHonor killed Muldonny. We brought her into his stronghold. I'd saywe had something to do with it."
"I was not speaking ofMuldonny."
Avidan pointed to the keep, and theblack banners unfurling from the observatory windows.
Fox's shoulders slumped in defeat."The first man to reach the keep! He must have gotten past theguards, finished what his clockwork assassin started."
He fisted one hand and slammed itagainst the side of the boat. "This isn't right. This isn't the wayit was supposed to happen."
"Rebellions seldom follow straightlines," Avidan observed. "If that is indeed what transpiredhere."
"Here it comes," mutteredDelgar.
The alchemist held up the metaldisk. "Given the complexity of this device, it was almost certainlybuilt by one of your adepts. Rhendish, I would assume, since he andMuldonny were the most skilled clockwork artisans in Sevrin.Rhendish may be eliminating rivals under the guise of a popularuprising. It has also occurred to me that he might have arrangedfor the Thorn to be 'stolen' and sold to Muldonny, in order thatHonor might have reason to retrieve it."
Delgar gave his oars a particularlyvicious tug. "The only way Rhendish would do that is if he had noidea what the Thorn was. And I doubt he's that stupid."
"I knew nothing of this daggerbefore Honor asked for our assistance in retrieving it, and no manhas ever accused me of stupidity," Avidan said.
"Just insanity."
The alchemist shrugged, not denyingthe charge but not particularly impressed by it.
"But why did Honor kill Muldonny?" The question burst from Fox like a cry of grief. "The man juststood there, looking at her like she was the answer to everyquestion, and she stabbed him in the heart."
"If you were in a position to seeMuldonny's face, you could not have seen Honor's," Avidan said."You didn't see her eyes when she killed him, or when she caughthim in her arms and lowered him to the floor. Nor when she saw thering Rhendish gave Muldonny the day you and I entered Muldonny'sstronghold."
Delgar's head came up. "A ring? Whatring?"
The alchemist's lips pursed and hiseyes grew slightly unfocused as he flipped the pages of memory. "Asmooth pink stone set in delicate silver filigree. It resembledelfin craft closely enough to fool someone with a superficialknowledge. A few runes had been carved into the band. That is all Irecall. I was somewhat occupied at the time, lobbing acid grenadesat clockwork warriors."
"Globes of acid!" Vishni wriggled onher seat like a happy child. "Wonderful! That's just what the storyneeded."
Avidan raised a forefinger, a simplebut peremptory gesture that silenced the fairy inmid-rapture.
"That's a good trick," Delgarsaid.
The alchemist ignored him, as well."Even if I'd had the leisure to reflect upon these runes, I lackthe knowledge needed to read them. But if you will loan me paperand pen, I believe I can reproduce them."
"Oh, that's good," Vishni breathed."That's definitely going into the story."
She handed over her book andproduced a quill and ink bottle from a pocket in her cloak. Avidandipped the quill and formed several runes with deft, certainstrokes. He blew on the ink to dry it, then handed back thebook.
"These are elfish runes! I know someof them." The fairy studied the page for a long moment. "Uh-oh,"she murmured.
Delgar bolted to his feet. For amoment Fox thought he meant to leap over the side of theboat.
The dwarf cleared his throat and satdown. "Basic survival rule: When a fairy says 'uh-oh,'run."
"Good to know," Vishni said."Becausethat would have been a lot more fun if I'd done it onpurpose."
Fox snapped his fingers in front ofher face to get her attention and then tapped the runes on thepage. "What does it say?"
"Minue tookher."
Vishni looked from one man toanother, her face expectant. They all shrugged. "Minue? Thedryad?"
"Explain the significance," Avidansaid.
"Trees are like fairy portals todryads. They can move from one tree to another. Every now and then,they take someone with them. But dryads are also fey, so whoeverMinue took could be anywhere. Anywhere," she added in anuncharacteristically grim tone.
The color drained from Avidan'sface. "The Faerie Realm," he murmured in a tone that mingled dreadand longing.
Vishni nodded. "It'spossible."
"But what does it mean?" Fox saidimpatiently.
The alchemist dashed both hands overhis face. When he turned to Fox, his eyes were calm and clear."Here's what we know so far," he said. "Rhendish went to seeMuldonny, lost at cards, and offered to pay his debt with a ring ofelfish design. When we infiltrated Muldonny's stronghold toretrieve the Thorn, Honor killed Muldonny and took the ring fromhis hand. It is my opinion that Honor was compelled to kill theadept, to her deep regret. Her reaction upon discovering the ringstruck me as horror-struck enlightenment followed by murderouswrath."
"What does he notice, I wonder, whenhe's not busylobbing acid grenades?" Delgar said to no one inparticular.
"My conclusion would be thatRhendish employed magic to compel Honor to kill. The ring was thelink between his will and her action."
Delgar cleared his throat. "A pinkstone, you said?"
"I did, yes," the alchemist said."Apparently the significance of that has escaped me, as doesconnection between this Minue and Honor."
"I can answer both questions," thedwarf said heavily. "There are certain rituals, very old and verydark, that can bind one sort of magic to another. These ritualsrequire blood and bone."
Vishni's nose wrinkled in distaste."Ick."
"Sometimes those rituals involvesymbols of blood and bone. For dwarves, that means carmite. Forelves, it's. . something else. I can't say more withoutrevealing secrets I'm pledged to protect. But this much I can say: elves carry magic in their blood and bones, so the words on thering probably represent the last bit of magic Honorworked."
"So Honor sent someone to the faerierealm."
"Possibly," Vishni said, drawing theword out. "The most we can say with certainty is that Honor calledto Minue and the dryad answered."
"It also tells us that Rhendish, orsomeone who answered to him, saw her do it."
Fox huffed. "Problem solved. We'lljust pop on over to Rhendish Manor and ask the adept to fill in thedetails."
"You are missing the salient point,"Avidan said. "Rhendish, or someone in his employ, isperforming magic."
Silence fell over them, heavy as seamist.
Delgar dropped his oar and reachedfor the sails. "I've got to warn my people. And then we've got tofind a way to get the Thorn far away from Sevrin."

A small, slim boat glided onto theshore, shifting color from north-sea blue to the muted purple ofthe sand surrounding this strange and rocky island.
The boat was dwarf crafted, ofcourse, as was the sword Nimbolk wore on his hip. He carried noelfin weapons, no elfin armor, no elfin magic, nothing that mightover-sing the Thorn's faint voice.
Assuming he ever came close enoughto hear it.
Two years was nothing to an elf,especially one as single-minded as he. The few elves who'd survivedthe attack on the midwinter tribunal had pulled through largely bythe force of his will. They'd pooled what resources they had tostay alive, to heal.
To hunt.
Winter snows might have covered thehumans' tracks, but Nimbolk found a trail in the name Honor spokethat night:
Volgo.
At first, he'd hardly needed thename. A man who traveled in such company could not stay hidden. Alarge party of men traveling the forest would hunt, and lightfires, and build rough shelters. When they left the forest theywould pillage farmsteads and crofters' cottages. They would stop invillages to buy where things were sold, they would drink and boastin the smoky halls where humans gathered. And when their trail ledto the edge of the northern sea, the dwarves who dwelt in the seacaves and knew every ship by its sails had added a destination: Sevrin.
Sevrin, with its endless scatteringof islands and its hundreds of tall, blond-bearded men. Even thename-trail cooled, for Volgo was not an uncommon name among theislands' humans.
Nimbolk rose from the boat,stretching muscles stiff from long disuse. He paced along theshore, so intent upon the pleasure of movement that a heartbeat ortwo passed before he sensed what he'd sought for solong.
The Thorn's magic rode the air likemusic, like perfume. It had been here, on this island among manyislands, and not long ago.
In the distance, a stone keep roseabove the cliffs. The wind carried the rumble of angry shouts andgrief-edged keening. Something dire had happened there, somethingthat involved the Thorn.
Nimbolk pulled the hood of his cloakover his ears and headed for the keep. Someone there would give hima new name, a new trail.
A new hunt.



Chapter 5: The Green Witch


Rhendish Manor formed a city withina city, a fortress town covering most of Crystal Mountain. At thetop stood the adept's home, a white stone mansion surrounded by awalled garden.
Vine-covered trellises encircled theadept's garden, and the flowers on them grew so abundantly thatsome spilled over the top of the wall. Honor suspected that morethan a few people saw the foliage as a less conspicuous way toenter Rhendish's estate. She wondered, briefly, what had become ofthose who'd survived the green guardians.
She slipped through the garden andcrept along the deep shadows that clung to the wall, past vinesthat raised painful welts or left poisonous oils on the skin. Suchplants were well known in the deep woodlands. The forest folk usedthem to protect secret places from outsiders, or to warn each otherof hidden dangers.
An arbor crowned with three-fingeredyellow blossoms caught Honor's eye. Memory overtook her, and for amoment she stood beneath ancient trees, reading the message writtenwith flowering vines upon the corpse of a fallen pine. Any elf whosaw this vine would know something dangerous had made its den inthe hollow-in this case, a wolverine and her litter ofkits.
Honor's hand moved to her belt, tothe place where her seed bag should hang. Most forest elves carriedseeds and learned a ritual that would speed their growth, so thatthey might leave wards and warnings of their own.
How had Rhendish come by theseseeds, this knowledge?
She hoped they hadn't come from her,but who knows what secrets the adept might have wrested from her inten forgotten years?
A troubling thought, but she turnedher mind to more immediate concerns. She took a deep breath andheld it as she passed under the arbor. If a night breeze shookenough pollen from the little flowers, the adept's guards wouldfind her asleep under the arbor come morning.
Just ahead, a trellis carried aprofusion of vines and roses to the top of the wall. Fox hadclimbed the over-spilling branches just days before. Most humanswould have avoided the thorny plants in favor of a lesspainful-looking option, but Fox had been raised at the forest'sedge by a mother who knew nearly as much green lore as the forestelves.
Climbing the trellis with only onegood hand proved more challenging than Honor had expected. Shemoved slowly, easing from rung to rung, from one thorny branch tothe next. When she reached the top of the wall, she rolled overquickly and hung by one hand as her booted feet soughtfootholds.
There were none to find. Someone hadtrimmed the vines and roses away.
Honor dropped, hoping her metal kneewas equal to the impact. She rolled as soon as her feet touched theground, but not before a cold, sharp pain flashed from knee tohip.
No. Surely Rhendish hadn't replacedher thigh bone with metal. That couldn't be possible.
But then, how wasany of it possible? Howcould she be flesh and clockwork, elf and machine?
Such thoughts were dangerousdistractions. She thrust them aside and crouched in the deepshadows near the base of the wall to study hersurroundings.
Dim lamplight pushed at thedarkness. More lamps gleamed in several of the windows in the long,low stone building where future alchemists learned their trade. Afew of Rhendish's apprentices hurried between storehouses andworkrooms.
There was no way to get through thecourtyard unseen. Her best hope lay in convincing the apprenticesshe was someone to avoid.
Gatherers, the far-traveling rogueswho stole and slaughtered to keep the adepts' storerooms supplied,were frequent visitors to Rhendish Manor. Just last night she'dwatched from her window as a couple of sun-browned men supervisedthe unloading of crates from a handcart. One of the apprentices haddropped a crate, releasing several snakes patterned in red andyellow and black. When the pandemonium subsided, all of the snakeswere safely crated and two young alchemists lay dead. No one hadquestioned the gatherer's priorities.
Honor pulled up the hood of hercloak, rose to her feet, and strode boldly through the yard, givingher walk the rolling gait of someone whose boots spent more time ona ship's deck than city cobblestone.
Some of the apprentices glanced inher direction, but the deep cowl shielded her face and no oneseemed inclined to take a closer look. Alchemists might considergatherers a necessary evil, but all evils seemed more daunting atmidnight.
She walked through the courtyardwithout incident and entered the twisting maze of streets leadingdown the hill.
The daytime bustle had calmed withnightfall, but Honor was by no means alone on the streets.Rhendish's creations required metal, fuel, leather, wire, stronghempen twine, minerals, oils, and a hundred other things. Many ofthe artisans who supplied the alchemist made their homes on CrystalMountain. Merchants kept shop here, innkeepers supplied ale andentertainment.
A trio of youths staggered out of atavern, arms draped over each other's shoulders for support. Two ofthem sang with drunken enthusiasm and no discernible talent. All ofthem wore the long, pale blue tunics of apprentices in the art ofalchemy.
Honor slipped into the narrow alleyseparating the tavern from a bakery and hurried down a series ofstreets leading to a cooper's shop. Behind it she found a courtyardpaved with large, flat stones and cluttered withbarrels.
A pile of newly cut barrels stavesblocked the stone she wanted. She moved them aside and then pickeda broken copper hoop out of the wreckage of an oldbarrel.
The thin metal strip slid easilyinto the crevice surrounding the stone, but Honor could not findthe clasp that unlocked the door. She probed the entire perimeterof the stone with the copper strip, twice, before admittingdefeat.
Delgar had blocked the tunneldoor.
No doubt there were others nearby,but this was the only one Honor knew. And without it, she had noway to warn Fox-if indeed he was still on Sevrin.
Honor tossed aside the copper stripand retraced her steps to the tavern. The windows had been thrownopen to catch the night breeze. She leaned against the wall nearone of these windows and listened for news of the City Fox,anything that might help her find him.
For good or ill, the tavern'spatrons seemed to talk of little but the thief who'd breachedMuldonny's Stormwall fortress and left the adept dead in the ruinsof his workroom.
"And a dark day that was," said aman with the thin, querulous voice of someone who had lived longand approved of little. "Muldonny kept the gate to Sevrin thesetwenty years. Where will we be if some southern king or warlordtakes a notion to set an army afloat and come calling?"
"We'll be at the shore to greet themwith sharp steel, that's where," a younger man said. "There'splenty on these islands who remember what a sword's good for. Asfor Muldonny, he wasn't the worst of the lot, but he was none toogood. I say good riddance to him and those metal monsters ofhis."
An uneasy murmur followed thesewords. "Even a fool remembers which side his bread is buttered on,"the old man snapped. "I didn't teach you blacksmithing and sell youmy shop to have you lose it all, and your head beside!"
"Have a care what you say, Benjin,"a woman said in a soft, worried tone. "You know our adept doesn'tlop off heads."
"And if he did," the young smithsaid, "he'd be quick to give you a fine new one in your choice ofcopper or tin."
No one seemed to know how to respondto this bitter little jest.
"A generous man, our adept," Benjinsaid, a little too loudly. "His health!"
Several voices echoed the toast in aragged chorus. After a moment of silence, tankards clattered backto the table. Someone belched.
"The storyspinners are making a heroof this City Fox," the blacksmith said. "Might be I agree withthem."
Benjin huffed. "Do you, now? Whatabout his mother, the herb woman? If the adepts are so bad, whatsort of hero would leave her inside Rhendish's walls?"
Honor leaned closer. This was aquestion worth asking, an answer worth knowing. When Rhendish toldher that Fox's mother was alive and in his employ, she'd assumedmother and son had chosen opposite paths. Humans were known to dosuch things. But perhaps there was something more to thetale.
"Might be she wouldn't leave," thewoman said. "Not that she'd have any reason to leave," she added hastily."Not because of the adept, least-wise. What sort of woman choosessage and mint over her own son, is all I'm saying."
"True enough," Benjin admitted. "RedKeefin knows her herbs, I won't say she doesn't, but there'ssomething amiss with her."
"You think so?" the woman said in avoice heavy with sarcasm.
"They say her wits were addled whenEldreath died," the young smith said. "They say the sorcerer's webcaught up everyone on the islands who had a bit of magic. They saythat's why so many green witches and shamans and priestesses diedor disappeared. They say those who survived are a little mad andshouldn't be trusted."
"Might be you should listen tothem," grumbled Benjin.
"Oh, they do a fine job ofexplaining why the old ways died so quick, I'll give them creditfor that. A fine job! Why, with such a fine, tidy answer so closeto hand, what fool would bother to look around for thetruth?"
A chair scraped across the floor assomeone pushed away from the table. "I've heard enough nonsense forone night," Benjin snapped. "Coming, Greet?"
The old man stormed from the tavern,an equally wizened and hard-faced woman close on his heels. Chairsrattled and coins clinked against the table as several otherpatrons prepared to follow.
Honor leaned toward the window for aquick peek at this kindred spirit. A young man with broad shouldersand work-hardened hands sat alone, surrounded by empty chairs andhalf-drained tankards. He finished his mead, tossed a few coins onthe table, and rose to leave.
She circled the tavern and met himat the door. "Excuse me, but might I ask you aquestion?"
The smith paused and looked herover. "Seems you just did, and with anaccent I've not heard before. Mainlander?"
"Yes."
His gaze sharpened."Gatherer?"
"No. I'm a hire-sword." She held outher sword arm and pushed back the sleeve to reveal the cut that ranfrom wrist to elbow. A couple of stitches had torn during her fallfrom Rhendish's garden wall, and the arm looked none tooclean.
The smith gave a long, low whistle."You won't have a sword arm to sell if you leave thatuntended."
"I'm looking for someone who canclean and stitch it. A poultice probably wouldn't do a bit of harm,either."
"Then you'll want Keefin, the herbwoman. Don't let her odd ways put you off. She knows her work. Shejust doesn't know she knows it."
Honor frowned in feigned puzzlement."I don't understand."
"You will." He pointed westward. "Gothree streets down, past Howarth the cooper's place, and turnsouth. It's two, maybe three houses down. There's no sign on hercottage, but if you follow your nose you won't goastray."
She thanked him and retraced hersteps to the cooper shop. The hidden door's location made a bitmore sense, now that she knew Fox's mother lived close. Most likelythere were more portals nearby. Even if Keefin Winterborn wasunaware of them, Honor had seen enough of Delgar's handicraft toknow what the dwarf needed.
The faint scent of herbs reached heras she turned south past the cooper's shop and led her to the thirdhouse. As the blacksmith promised, there was no mistaking thecomplex green scent of gardens and drying shed and stillroom.
At first glance, the herbalist'scottage did not look promising. The tiny building was half-timberedand finished with wattle-and-daub. A wooden fence surrounded it,and herbs and shrubs filled every inch of the small yard. Therewas, in short, not much for a stoneshifting dwarf to workwith.
Honor pushed back the hood of hercloak and knocked. After a few moments the door swung open toreveal a haggard figure.
This wasthe green witch of Glimmergold Vale, whose beauty moved even elfinbards to poetry?
A few passing years could bringremarkable changes to a human, but this Honor had not expected. Theherbalist had become a shell, a shadow. Nothing remained of theyoung woman Honor had met ten years ago but a braid of brightauburn hair.
"Keefin?" Honor said. "KeefinWinterborn?"
No memory lit the woman's eyes, nordid she seem particularly surprised to see an elf on her doorstep."May I help you?"
Honor presented her sword arm. "Ifell earlier tonight."
The green witch took Honor's handand raised her arm to sniff at the wound. "It might look like agutted deer, but it's healing clean. A poultice and new bandageswill set you straight."
She pointed Honor to a chair in thetiny front room and headed out to the garden. In short order shereturned with a tray laden with a small wash basin, a bowl offragrant green ointment, thread and needle, and clean bandages. Sheset this down on the small table and took the chair across from herpatient.
While Keefin tended her with swift,sure hands, Honor tried to find words that would clothe hard truthsin comfortable garb. But diplomacy was her sister's art. Honor knewhow to command. She'd never really been called upon toexplain.
She took a deep breath and gave it atry. "Are you familiar with binding spells?"
The woman looked up sharply. "I'm nowizard. This is not magic that I do."
"I'm not one who thinks there'sanything wrong with magic," Honor said. "In the right hands,binding spells are good and useful things Elves use binding spellsto lengthen a dragon's long slumber, to keep trolls in theirmountain caves. There is such a spell at work here."
Keefin pushed to her feet, her eyeswild. "I'm no elf, either!"
"I don't think you cast a bindingspell, Keefin," Honor said gently. "I think a binding spell wascast on you."
"No!" The green witch shook her headin frantic denial. "No elf has reason to bind me. The forest folkhave shown me nothing but friendship. Hestis taught me. Fillariashowed me where spicemoss grows. Ziharahpulled my boy from the river and brought him safe home."
Honor waited for Keefin to make theconnection, to recognize her as the elf who'd saved ten-year-oldFox from drowning. But Keefin continued to shake her head and backslowly away.
"Binding is an elfin spell, buthumans can learn to cast it," Honor said. "I think Rhendish cast itto hold you to this garden."
Keefin's retreat halted. "Rhendish?There was a boy by that name in my village. A tall boy? Fair hair,eyes as green as an elf's in midsummer?"
"I wouldn't call him a boy. He'slived at least forty winters, probably closer to fifty."
"So old," she mused. "Imagine that.Well, if anyone from our village could cast such a spell, I supposeit would be Rhendish. But why would he do such a thing? Why wouldhe bind me here?"
"He has a use for you."
The green witch's hand flew to hermouth, cutting short a gasp of horror. "I'm his whore?"
"No!" At least, Honor hoped shewasn't. "He's an alchemist, and you're an herbalist who supplieshim with things he needs for his work. Also, I suspect he has youwatched in hope of finding your son."
"He never will! Fox ran to theforest! He escaped!" Panic gave way to uncertainty. "Didn'the?"
"Fox escaped." Not to the forest,perhaps, but to the tunnels of Sevrin. "Would you like to seehim?"
Tears filled the woman's eyes andshe began to pace the tiny room. "I can't. Not as long as I carrythe amulet. Eldreath gave them to all hiswomen. I tried to throw it away so many times, but every time I.. forgot. I just forgot. Like an old woman who goes into the nextroom to fetch something, only to have it slip from her mind beforeshe takes a dozen steps. That's how it was with Eldreath's amulet.I can't rid myself of it. As long as I carry it, he can find me.He'll find me. Notmy boy, not Fox."
"Eldreath has been dead for twentyyears."
Keefin agitation dropped from herlike a cloak. She sank back onto her chair and blew out a longbreath.
"Good," she said flatly. "That'sgood."
"You can be free, Keefin. I can undothe binding, if you wish."
The green witch sat in silence forseveral long moments. "Some things are best forgotten," she said ina small, subdued voice. "Somehow I. . I feel certain that I musthave forgotten many such things."
Honor leaned forward and placed onehand on the woman's shoulder. "Your son is in danger, Keefin. Youmight know something that will help me find him and helphim."
She shrank away from Honor's touch."But. . I don't know you. Why should I trust you with myson?"
"Do you trust Ziharah?"
"Oh yes," she said withouthesitation. "But Ziharah was killed by the gatherers. Or. . ormaybe not entirely killed. But there was so much blood, and her arm. . Her arm was shattered beyond anything I could repair.."
Her brow furrowed as she piecedtogether fragments of memory. "I tried to repair her arm. She musthave lived after the gatherers took us. And Fox! Gods above andbelow! He didn't escape to the forest, did he?"
"No," Honor said. "But last time Isaw him, he was free and safe."
Keefin took a long, steadying breathand pushed herself to her feet. "Dawn approaches. I suppose you'llbe needing starlight for that unbinding."

Undoing Rhendish's spell took longerthan Honor had expected, even in a garden bright with starlight.The music that sang through her blood and bone had been muted bythe adept's "improvements," and magic was slow to come to her call.And the spell itself was not quite right-knotted and uneven, likecloth woven by an impatient child.
She knew the moment the spellunraveled. A low moan tore free of the green witch and she fell toher knees like a puppet whose strings had been cut. She covered herface with both hands as wrenching sobs rocked her thinform.
At last she lowered her hands andraised pain-filled eyes to Honor's face. "How you must hateme!"
Honor blinked. This was the lastreaction she would have expected.
"They would have killed my boy,Ziharah." The words spilled out of the woman in a frantic rush."They threatened to throw him off the ship if I didn't keep youalive."
"In that case, I should thank youfor your care, not hate you for giving it."
"There's more," Keefin said,wringing her hands in dismay. "They wanted magic. Fox was only aboy, and I didn't have enough to interest Volgo-"
"Volgo?" Honor said sharply. "A tallman with a blond beard?"
"Yes. He was the leader of thegatherers. He would have killed both Fox and me at the cottage if Ihadn't told him about the Thorn."
Suddenly Honor felt none too steady.She sank down to the ground beside the green witch and took herhands in both of hers.
"Tell me about the Thorn. Tell meeverything. Don't assume I remember anything about it."
The woman nodded as if this requestwas perfectly normal. "You brought it to my cottage to test me. Yousaid there was rogue magic about, and you came to see if I was thesource of it."
That sounded dimly familiar. "DidVolgo get the Thorn?"
Keefin shook her head. "I saw youhide it amid some ferns before the battle began. I came back andtook it while you were fighting them. There's a hidden place in theforest nearby, under a moss-covered stone. Hestis, my teacher,would leave things there for me from time to time, so I knew theelves would find it."
This, too, tallied with Honor'smemories. She knew some of the elves who had dealings with Keefin.She'd left a note for Fox advising him to return to his childhoodhome, knowing that this would be his best chance of making contactwith the forest folk. And apparently the elves had recovered the Thorn, sinceAsteria had it in her possession at the midwintertribunal.
"It was the only thing I could thinkof," Keefin said. "As long as Volgo thought you could lead him tovaluable elfin magic, he would try to keep you alive. For that, heneeded me, and he needed Fox to make sure I did my best foryou."
"It was a reasonable ploy," Honoradmitted. "Why do you think I should hate you?"
"Because I'm the reason you werecaptured. The amulet must have led the gatherers to me." Horrorflooded the green witch's face. She seized Honor's wrist. "How manyyears have passed?"
"Since the gatherers came to yourvalley? A little more than ten."
"And Eldreath has been dead fortwenty, you said."
Honor saw where this was going."Rhendish is a sorcerer. Volgo works for him. Rhendish must havefound out about the amulets and learned how to use the seekingspell."
"So if Rhendish could track me down,he can also find Fox!"
"You gave Fox the amulet?" she saidsharply. "When?"
"Not long ago. A few days, perhaps.The amulets are passed down when the child comes of age or acquiresmagic. The compulsion to keep the amulet is also passed down. Foxwon't be able to cast it away."
This was dire news, but it explainedmany things. Rhendish's need for an herbalist was small reason tokeep the green witch close at hand. Knowing the amulet wouldeventually pass to Fox, however, gave Rhendish a sure means offinding the young thief. And if Rhendish believed that Fox came ofEldreath's bloodline, he would consider him a potentialthreat.
Honor rose and pulled Keefin to herfeet. "Are there any stone floors in your cottage?
"No, but the stone wall surroundingthe hearth spans the kitchen."
"Show me."
The green witch led the way into aroom that was clearly intended to be a kitchen. No fire burned inthe open hearth and no cooking pot sat amid the lifeless coals, butbundles of herbs hung from lines strung across room and a vastcollection of pots and vials claimed every inch of table space. Nowonder Keefin was little more than braids and bone.
Honor ran her hands lightly over thestone wall, seeking a seam or gap. Finally she found a hairlinecrack separating one of the stones from the mortar surroundingit.
"I need a knife."
Keefin handed her a small, thinblade. The elf slipped it into the gap and traced the opening. Shefelt the slight give of a metal clasp and threw her weight againstthe stone. A section of wall swung inward on silenthinges.
Honor climbed through and pausedbefore shutting the door behind her. "It's best that you pretendnothing has changed. Keep to the house, speak as little as you canand as foolishly as possible. And if Rhendish comes-"
"He won't realize the binding hasbeen undone," Keefin said confidently. "I could tell even whenRhendish was a boy that his talent for magic was small. He'll neverbe the man his father was, all gods be praised."
The elf had a very bad feeling aboutwhat was coming next. "His father was a sorcerer?"
Keefin nodded. "Rhendish had anamulet, too."



Chapter 6: Round up the Reds


The lamp on Rhendish's work roomtable guttered. He reached for the cruet of oil and noted withsurprise that the light was no longer needed. Bright daylightspilled through the windows. He had worked through the night andthe morning as well, with nothing to show for his efforts but adull ache behind his eyes.
He rolled his shoulders to work someof the kinks from his muscles and returned his attention to thetangle of gears he'd removed from Honor's arm.
Like all of his clockwork creations,Honor's improvements contained bits of crystal hidden in a metalframework more delicate than elfin filigree. Crystal provided themeans of imposing his will upon the machines he created, and thecomplexity of the metal setting veiled its presence andpurpose.
This blending of metal and magic hadbeen a marvelous device, quite possibly his best creation. Had itnot been damaged during the attack on Muldonny's fortress, Honorwould never have bested him in a contest of wills.
The elfin skeleton shimmered in thebreeze, and the tinkle of crystal struck Rhendish's ears likemocking laughter.
He snatched up a small hammer andwhirled toward the laughing bones.
In the bright light, the pale pinkcrystal glowed like sunrise clouds. Rhendish lowered his weapon,defeated by the skeleton's strange beauty. Fascinating, how thebone fragments he'd removed from Honor's shattered arm had growninto this shining thing.
He should destroy it. He knew that.But he also knew that he could never bring himself to do it. He wasmeant to build, not destroy.
Even so, when Volgo had firstbrought Honor to Rhendish, burning with fever from a wound thatcould never heal, the adept's impulse had been to grant her aquick, merciful death. But the opportunity to explore elfinphysiology had been too tempting to ignore. Once he discovered thather bones were crystal, how could he not explore thepossibilities?
At some point, Rhendish had gottencaught up in the experiment and lost sight of the elf. He was notsure when he'd stopped being a healer and become her jailor. He wasnot sure that even mattered. What mattered was controlling theexperiment.
Control was important. Control overhis creations, his city, his island, the council that ruled Sevrin.Control over magic, so that no other Eldreath could rise. Controlover himself, so that the taint of sorcery in his blood did notdestroy everything he'd worked so hard to build.
Booted footsteps beat a swiftcrescendo in the hall beyond the work room. Volgo strode into theroom without knocking. Rhendish held up one finger to indicate thathis captain should wait in silence.
The man spoke anyway. "The elfslipped away last night, just as I said she would."
Rhendish's lips thinned inannoyance. "We will discuss the matter when I've finished the taskat hand."
He exchanged one delicate tool foranother, assuming that Volgo would leave and return when summoned.But the fighter paced the room, pausing to twitch at the curtain onone of the alcoves.
"I did not offer you a seat. Howvery rude of me," the adept said in a dry, even tone.
Volgo dropped into a chair. He madeno sound, but tension rolled off him in waves. Rhendish grit histeeth and fortified the walls of concentration. He had not survivedyears in Eldreath's dungeon "school" to see his trained willdefeated by an impatient sword-swinger.
Several moments of charged silencepassed before Rhendish gave up the effort. He leaned back in hischair and regarded the captain. To his surprise, Volgo wasclean-shaven. Unlike most men of Sevrin, Volgo favored a full beardand had for as long as Rhendish had known him. His hair, which he'dworn long and tied back, had been clipped as short as a cat'sfur.
Rhendish was more interested in thechange in Volgo's demeanor. One booted foot stretched out to oneside. Impatient fingers drummed against his knee, and his otherhand absently stroked the aurak-tusk hilt of his sword.
It occurred to Rhendish that Volgo'sattitude had taken a southbound road around the time he'd arrangedfor a servant to "steal" the elfin dagger and sell it to Muldonny.Apparently the "theft" had diminished Rhendish in his captain'seyes, but it had been a necessary fiction and he saw no reason totell anyone, not even his most trusted servant, that he hadcontrived the death of a fellow adept.
"She should have had a guard," Volgosaid.
"Yes, you made that opinion known."Rhendish folded his hands on the table and leaned over them."Perhaps you recall the young dwarf who was a guest for a brieftime."
"I do."
"And you might also recall that nodwarf was sighted during the attack on Muldonny's fortress. Whatwould you deduce from this?"
Volgo's jaw worked as if he werechewing some unpleasant morsel. "If the dwarf wasn't in that fight,he's probably still around somewhere. The elf might try to makecontact."
"That is my hope, yes. Have you beenable to confirm the fate of the others? The thief, thefairy?"
The fighter shifted his big frameuneasily and raised his hand to his forehead. He tapped himselfbetween the eyes three times, a warding against the fey.
Rhendish suppressed a sigh. WhateverVolgo's accomplishments as a fighter and commander might be, he wasas unschooled and superstitious as any Kronhus goatherd.
"I have men out looking, peopletalking to the fisherfolk," the captain said. "No bodies havewashed ashore or been pulled from the sea. I'm fairly confident thefisherfolk are telling the truth on this score. But if the Fox andhis fairy survived, chances are no one will have much tosay."
Rhendish nodded in reluctantagreement. For some inexplicable reason, the young thief had becomesomething of a folk hero. As for the fairy, the people of Sevrinwere hesitant to speak of the fey for fear of drawing theirattention. Apparently dead fairies were considered a safer topic ofconversation, for dozens of people had reported seeing a wingedgirl fall from the sky, bloody and bristling witharrows.
But most people did not know howvery difficult fairies were to kill.
A soft chime from the hall belowannounced the arrival of a messenger. Rhendish reached for a brassbell and rang it, indicating that the servants should send the manup.
Volgo rose to leave. He reached thedoor just as a young man skidded into the room. The big man seizedhis shoulders.
"Steady on, lad."
The youth twisted out of Volgo'sgrasp and dropped to one knee. "He's dead, my lord," he blurtedout. "Tymion is dead. He was murdered not long after dawn. I camestraight here on the fastest boat I could find, soon as I could getaway."
Rhendish motioned for Volgo to stayand waved the messenger to his feet. "Tell me."
"They found him in the observatory,my lord, his own dagger sticking out of his chest."
Volgo scoffed. "How do they know itwas murder? The man was half mad. He probably stabbed himself whilepracticing for one of his plays and with his dying breathproclaimed it a fine performance."
The youth sent a sulky look inVolgo's direction. "The dagger wasn't what killed him. It was putin after."
"And you know this how?"
"I was there when they carried himout of the observatory. The wound went straight through him, likehe was arrow-shot. No man can shoot his own self."
A chill shimmered down Rhendish'sspine. Years fell away, and he saw in his mind's eye a much youngerTymion, brave and foolish enough to face down a sorcerer withnothing but a crossbow.
"What are people saying about theattack?"
"They say the City Fox did for Tymion, justlike he did for Muldonny."
"The thief is dead," Volgosaid.
"Well, that might be so," the youngman said, "but it seems there's plenty willing to pick up where heleft off. Before dawn, some men sailed in from Hearthstone. Therewas maybe a score of them, all with hair as red as a bowl ofberries. I heard tell they all stayed in Nightport, strutting roundand drinking and singing and getting into small mischief of onesort or another, but that can't be so. One of them got intoTymion's keep and took down three of the guards. That one got awayclean, but there was another found on the shore by the keep,trussed up like a roasted goose."
"So the first man must have killedTymion before he escaped."
"That's what people will think, mylord, not knowing what we know."
Rhendish did not care for theconspiratorial gleam in the messenger's eyes. "And what, exactly,do 'we' know?"
"One of Tymion's own clockworkguards did for him."
Rhendish resisted the urge tomassage his aching temples. This was a most unwelcome development.The adept of Kronhus had been an astronomer, not an artificer, andhe had little interest in clockwork. His few clockwork guards hadcome from Rhendish's workshops.
"You sound very sure of that. Iwonder why."
In response, the young man held outa round metal box.
Rhendish snatched it from his handand held it up to the light. Yes, the device was his, designed toseize control of a clockwork device.
"Where did you get this?" hesnarled.
The youth shifted from one foot toanother, but he managed to hold Rhendish's gaze. "I was told toclean the room. This had rolled under the astrolabe table. Themetal's bright and new-looking, not like the rest of theguard."
"What makes you think it was part ofthe guard?"
"I never thought it was," he said."That's my whole point. I wouldn't have put the two together butfor the sap on the back of it. When I was hauling off the metalguard, I found more of that sap on one side of its helmet. That gotme to thinking. I pried open the box and found gears within. Small,fine work, the likes of which come only from Heartstone. So I hidit away, not wanting anyone to wonder where it came from. . orwhat it was meant to do."
Rhendish glanced at Volgo. Thecaptain gave an almost imperceptible nod and took several silentsteps toward the servant.
"And what did you hope to gain fromthis act of discretion?"
The youth squared his shoulders."For near on two years now, I've been your eyes and ears inTymion's keep. The money's good, but I'm a servant for all that. Ifa man's to move up in Sevrin, really move up, alchemy's the path totake. I'm willing to start as an apprentice."
Behind him, Volgo cast his eyesskyward and shook his head in disbelief.
"My apprentices are well schooledbefore they enter my employ. They must pass rigorous tests beforethey are even considered for acceptance." Rhendish lifted one brow."Then there's the not inconsiderable matter of an apprenticefee."
"I proved myself in different ways,"the servant said stubbornly, "and what I know has got to be worthan apprentice fee and more."
Rhendish nodded, but not to theservant.
Volgo reached over the youth'sshoulder and seized his chin. A quick twist, a crack of bone, andthe would-be blackmailer died before his smug little grin couldfade.
The captain let the body drop to thecarpet. "Too clever to live, that boy."
"Don't be an idiot," Rhendishsnapped. "Think,man! How many times have you seen a clockwork warrior shoot acrossbow?"
"Not once. They're not built forit." His brow furrowed. "A crossbow? Why do you think it was acrossbow?"
"Never mind that. It was a man, nota machine, that shot Tymion. If he could breach the adept'sdefenses and get close enough to shoot, why bother turning aclockwork guard against him?"
"If you'd ever crossed swords withone of those things, you wouldn't ask," Volgo said. "I'd ratherfight beside one than against it."
Rhendish conceded the point with animpatient shrug. "There's more to it than that. The battalion ofimitation Foxes was a diversion. A deliberately clumsy diversiondesigned to make people look around for something more. The use ofclockwork was meant to incriminate me. Whoever killed Tymion meantto destroy not one adept, but two."
The captain gazed off into thedistance for a long moment. "If that's true, there may be otherattempts. I'll double the guard. It wouldn't hurt to round up thereds, either."
"Do it. The fools who invadedKronhus might have been used in ways they didn't expect, but thefact remains that they were willing to be used."
Volgo inclined his head in a shortbow and strode from the room, leaving Rhendish standing in awhirlwind of troubled thoughts.
He shook them off and reached for abook placed high on a shelf. Inside was a single metal page uponwhich was etched a map of Sevrinspire. He thumbed a tiny lever anda pinprick of blue light appeared along a street not far from wherehe stood.
The adept hurried from the room,beckoning for a pair of his human guards to follow.
He might not be able to control theelf as he once had, but he could damn well find her.



Chapter 7: The Amulet


Honor lay on her belly on the winecellar's cold stone wall, using the green witch's knife to scratchrunes onto the stone wall. Dwarves left messages on the lowest partof a tunnel wall. If Delgar was still on Sevrin, he might find thismessage in time to save Fox's life. If he passed through this room on hisunderground travels. Ifhe thought to check this particular wall formessages.
If, if, and if again.
She rolled into a sitting positionand tucked the knife between two dusty wine bottles. Rhendish's menwouldn't let her keep it, and if they saw the dulled blade theymight wonder what she'd been doing with it.
She pulled her knees up to herchest, wrapped her arms around them, and waited.
There was nothing else to do. Thedoor at the end of the tunnel leading from Keefin's cottage hadopened into this wine cellar. It had closed behind Honor socompletely that she couldn't find its outlines, much less open it.She'd examined every inch of the chamber, but the only apparentexit was a stout oak door, which unfortunately was bolted on theoutside.
She heard, with decidedly mixedfeelings, the thump of booted feet on the cellar stairs. The boltopened with a sharp crack that reminded her of ice-heavy branchesshattering in a winter wind. The door swung open, and she liftedone hand to shield her eyes from the sudden flare oftorchlight.
Rhendish stood in the doorway,flanked by armed guards. He lifted one eyebrow, like a parentwaiting for a misbehaving child to confess.
She rose to her feet. "After themetal is removed, I will work for you for a year and a day. That isour agreement. I'm bound by honor to fulfill it."
"And I've no reason whatsoever todoubt your honor," he said in a voice utterly devoid of expression."Even so, I don't suppose you'd care to explain why you are lockedin a tavern wine cellar?"
"Not really."
Rhendish waited.
"It's a sordid tale of debaucheryand betrayal," Honor said in a tone that, if possible, was evenflatter than his.
To her surprise, the adept's lipstwitched. "Perhaps another time. We should return to the manor andcontinue our work." His gaze skimmed over an empty wine rack."Unless, of course, you're still thirsty?"
His brand of humor felt familiar,almost elfin. So she did what she would have done among her ownkind: She picked up two bottles, handed them to the guards, andswept past them to the cellar stairs.
As she climbed toward relativefreedom, she took satisfaction in imagining the look on Rhendish'sface when he learned she'd chosen the two most expensive bottles inthe cellar.
A minor revenge, but until she wasreleased from her bonds and her vow, it would have todo.

The return from Kronhus toHeartstone took hours longer than it might have, had Fox and hissmall band been able to sail directly into the Sevrinspire port.They returned the fishing boat to the cove and slipped into theforest beyond the fishing village. A small cave hidden in the rootsof a fallen tree led into what Delgar called a walking tunnel: astraight passage built for speedy travel. Of course, Fox hadlearned years ago that dwarven notions of "straight" bore adistinct resemblance to a drunken spider's web. But even the mostconvoluted trail eventually ends. By Fox's estimation, they reachedthe Fox Den around nightfall.
They stumbled into the mirror room.A woodland scene played across the silvered glass, a small valesurrounding a mist-shrouded pool. Vishni gave the scene a wave andcollapsed onto a settee with a happy groan. Avidan walked over tothe mirror and stood in silence as he gazed at the scene. Hereached out a tentative hand and jolted back when his fingerstouched the glass.
Fox nudged Delgar and tipped hishead toward the alchemist. "What do you suppose that'sabout?"
"No clue." He tightened the strapholding his pack. "I'm off, then."
"I'll walk with you aways."
Delgar shrugged and set off towardhis forge room. "That's fine, but then you're heading back to theothers."
"Did I say I wasn't?"
"You didn't have to say anything.You look as worried as a newborn babe, and with good reason.There's a sorcerer in this city, and I figure you want to warn yourkin just as much as I do mine."
Fox blew out a sigh of relief. "Ithought you'd understand."
The dwarf rounded on him, "Iunderstand that you're an idiot. After what happened on Kronhus,it's not safe for you to show your face."
"Everyone thinks I'm dead. No one'slooking for me."
Delgar snorted. "They'll be roundingup everyone who looks anything like the City Fox. Granted, youdon't come very close to the hero of legend, but why take therisk?"
"My mother-"
"Your mother has refused to leavethat cottage for ten years. What's different today that will makeany difference to her?"
Avidan cleared his throat. The twofriends spun toward him, startled by his suddenappearance.
"I might be able to help. There arecertain potions that bring swift and harmless slumber. Let Delgartake Mistress Winterborn such a potion and then carry her back tothe den."
"I don't like it," Foxsaid.
"It's not an ideal solution," Delgarsaid, "but it's better than what you have in mind. Give me theamulet as a token, so that she'll know you sent me."
Fox wasn't sure she'd remember it,or him, but the suggestion struck him as sensible. He reached intohis pocket for the broken locket and held it out. As Delgar reachedfor it, Fox's fingers snapped shut and he jerked his handback.
The dwarf blinked. "What was thatabout?"
"I'm not sure," Fox said. He triedunclenching his fist, but his fingers wouldn't obey. "I don't thinkI can give it to you."
"Sure you can."
"No, I literally can't give you theamulet. There must be some sort of compulsion built into it. You'llhave to take it from me."
Delgar sighed and shrugged off hispack. He lowered it to the ground. Without warning he swung thepack at Fox's ankles in a hard, rising arc.
The thief's feet swept out fromunder him. For a moment his boots and his belt occupied the samelevel plane, as if he was sitting on the ground with his legsoutstretched. And then, suddenly, he was. Pain jolted up his spineas he hit the stone floor. Then Delgar dived at him, and the floorseemed soft and yielding in comparison.
They rolled and grappled inmismatched combat. Fox writhed and twisted and did his best to makethe dwarf work at not hurting him. Vishni, who as usual was drawnby the sounds of an entertaining fight, cheered Fox on and offeredimprobable suggestions.
But the battle was as brief as theoutcome was certain. In moments Delgar had him face down with botharms pinned behind him. He pried over Fox's clenched fist to find.. nothing.
"Where'd it go?" the dwarfdemanded.
Fox rolled over as soon as Delgarreleased him and stared at his open, empty hands. "I haven't thefirst clue."
"That's bad," Vishni said flatly."That means the amulet is attuned to you. It can sense your intent.And it will disappear rather than be taken. This is powerfulmagic."
A grim possibility occurred to Fox."Could the amulet be traced?"
"Of course! Why else would anyonego to the trouble of making sure you had to keep it?"
"That would explain how the adeptsrounded up Eldreath's offspring," he muttered. "Assuming each of usgot an amulet."
"Each of us?" Vishni echoed. Her darkeyes widened. "You knew you were descended from Eldreath, and youdidn't tell me?"
"You'd make a ballad out of thetale."
"No I wouldn't!"
Fox sighed. "Vishni, you've alreadygot your book open to a new page."
The fairy looked down at the book onher lap. "Oh."
He pushed himself to his feet."We've got to separate. If they find me, they find the Thorn.Delgar, you go warn your people, then bring my mother to theden."
Vishni caught his arm. "What willyou do?"
"Find a boat. Make arrangements.When I figure out how to get Delgar to the mainland, I'll send wordto the Cat and the Cauldron."
"I like that tavern," Vishni said ina small voice.
"I know." He brushed the knuckles ofone hand across her cheek. "No explosions."
"No promises," she said.



Chapter 8: Starsong


Nimbolk strode along the fisherman'swharf, the hood of his cloak pulled low over his forehead. This didnot made him conspicuous, for the sea wind nipped sharply and mostof the humans covered their heads with hoods or knitted woolencaps. Like them, he walked with hunched shoulders and an awkwardheel-to-toe stride. The clatter of his own boots against the woodenplanks offended him. No wonder humans crashed through the forestlike drunken trolls.
He skirted a group of men who weresorting through the contents of a herring net and a pair of doxieswho watched the incoming fisherman with inviting smiles and hard,coin-counting eyes. An old man wrapped in a tattered cloak crouchednearby, using a barrel filled with brine as a windbreak. He mightas well have been invisible for all the attention the others paidhim. This filled Nimbolk with sorrow and outrage. He had heardhumans allowed their elders to go cold and hungry, but knowing thisdid not prepare him to confront the reality.
Was there something in the brine,Nimbolk wondered, that pickled the humans' brains along with theirfish? Or were they actively taught to ignore the world around themand the people in it? It didn't seem possible that any sentientbeing could be born as oblivious as these humans.
He lifted his gaze to the cliff-sidefortress, the keep that until recently had been held by the adeptMuldonny. A single road wound up the steep approach to thefortress, but many more lay hidden beneath the streets andbuildings. Long before any human set foot on these islands, dwarveshad called them home. They'd been gone for a very long time, butonce their tunnels had linked the islands' system of caverns andprotected secrets so old that dragons had forgottenthem.
Were any of Stormwall's humans awareof the ancient civilization beneath their feet? Would they care ifthey knew?
The humans of Sevrin struck Nimbolkas being every bit as contrary as they were oblivious. They hadmany good things to say of Muldonny, whose alchemical weapons hadplayed an important role in ending the harsh rule of the sorcererEldreath, but oddly enough, few people condemned Fox Winterborn forthe raid that killed the island's ruler and war hero. In fact, theStormwall fisherfolk seemed reluctant to say anything at all aboutthe red-haired thief.
People on Kronhus had been full oftalk of this City Fox, full of outrage over the death of theiradept. But they seemed equally upset at the attempt to use Tymion'sdeath to discredit Fox and his followers. Nimbolk's attempts tolearn what this Fox's goal had been and what his followers hoped toachieve had not been well received.
He glanced down at his knuckles. Ifhe'd been in the forest with his fellow elves, the scrapes andbruises from yesterday's fight would have healed by now.
It occurred to him that he wasexperiencing life as humans did-cut off from others, dependent uponhis own strength, living out a singled-minded purpose with onlyscant regard for those around him.
Perhaps he judged Sevrin's humansunfairly. He wasn't sure an elf would do much better in a worldwhere everyone regarded himself as an island, linked only byfragile bridges of blood or choice or necessity.
Is this what had happened to Honor?The elf woman who's stumbled into the Starsingers grove thatmidwinter nice had looked so frail, and she'd aged more than ahandful of years could explain. It was almost as if she'd beendenied the renewal of a springtime Greening.
Was that even possible? How couldany elf endure that and live?
Nimbolk quickened his pace, suddenlyanxious to leave this crowd of humans behind.
The wharfs gave way to an open-airmarket, a small village of tables and tents and wagons where onecould purchase fresh fish, pot-ready rabbits and fowl, rootvegetables, baskets of summer berries, and a bewildering variety ofhousehold goods.
A plump woman was tossing nuggets ofsalt bread to passersby to tempt them into buying her strangeloaves-thin ropes of bread twisted into knots. Nimbolk caught thepiece she threw his way and munched it as he worked his way throughthe crowd.
Up ahead a path disappeared into theshadows between two rows of warehouses. Nimbolk veered away fromthe crowd and slipped gratefully into the treeless shade. So muchsun, so many days at sea, had bleached any hint of summer greenfrom his hair and skin and left him as pale as a northlandhuman.
The noise of the port fell away,muted by thick stone walls. Since there were no eyes to see him,Nimbolk abandoned his attempt to move like a human. For a moment,he reveled in the ability to move without being deafened by his ownfootsteps. His expanding senses caught the muffled thud of fistsagainst flesh, the soft grunts of pain.
Judging distances was difficult inthese human-built caverns, but Nimbolk guessed the fight was takingplace behind the tall wooden building to his right.
Curious, he veered off along apassage littered with old crates. At the end of the alley he turnedonto a rock-strewn strip of land between the warehouses and thecliff overhead.
Four men stood behind the tallwooden building. One of them, a yellow-bearded man wearing afisherman's knitted cap, sagged in the grip of two men sportingidentical tunics of blue-dyed leather. A third uniformed man thrusta coin at his victim's battered face. Even in the dim light,Nimbolk could see the tell-tale shine of fairy gold.
"There's no sense denying it, notwhen this was found in your boat."
The fisherman spat a mouthful ofblood at the man's boots. "There might be white spatter on thehull. That don't mean I'm on friendly terms with the seagull thatdropped it."
His tormenter raised a short cluband jabbed at his chest. The fisherman's gasp of pain ended in agurgle.
Nimbolk frowned. He wondered if thethugs realized they'd broken this man's ribs and driven a jaggedbone into one lung. The fisherman was as good as dead. If thepurpose of this beating was extracting information, these men wereas stupid as they were brutal.
The club-wielded man poked himagain. "That's not the answer I'm looking for."
"Only one I got," gasped thefisherman.
"Maybe you'd rather answer toCaptain Volgo? Because I feel obliged to tell you that he's nothalf as pleasant as we three fellows."
Volgo.
For a moment Nimbolk stood frozen,his mind filled with the image of Asteria lying face-down in bloodysnow, a man with a club standing behind her.
The fisherman spat blood into hiskiller's eyes. The man swore and rocked back a step as he swipedone sleeve over his face. His blood-streaked features twisted insomething almost like joy as he lifted the club high.
The man who'd killed Honor had wornthat very smile.
Nimbolk threw the knife before herealized he'd unsheathed it. The blade spun three times before itsank to the hilt in the man's exposed armpit, paying him his owncoin for the death he'd given the fisherman.
The man stumbled, and the downwardswing meant to end the fisherman slammed into the face of one ofthe thugs holding him.
Their comrade yelped in surprise. Hedanced aside, letting the fisherman fall as he pulled a sword andlooked around for an enemy to fight.
Nimbolk drew two daggers and obligedhim.
He walked down the alley, bladesheld at his sides. The last man standing raised his sword high andrushed forward, roaring like a charging boar.
Nimbolk lifted both daggers andcaught the descending sword in a cross parry. A quick twistwrenched the blade from the man's hand and sent it clatteringaside. He stroked one dagger across the human's throat and keptwalking.
The club wielder was sitting on theground, one hand clamped to his wound. His eyes widened as he tookin Nimbolk's approach and he scuttled backwards like a crab. Thescent of blood and fear rose from him, mingling with the tang ofsalt and sharper mineral odors.
Nimbolk pursued, bloody daggerleading.
"Where is Volgo?"
"Heartstone Island!" the manshrieked. "Works for the adept Rhendish, he does! They're coming toStormwall tomorrow. I can take you to them."
He'd be dead long before dawn. Ifnot for the human ability to ignore truths they didn't wish tocontemplate, the man would know this.
Nimbolk toed the fallen club. "Whereyou there? Was it you that killed the queen's champion?"
"I. . I don't know what you'retalking about."
Nimbolk reached for his hood andjerked it down. An elf with pale skin and brown hair might pass forhuman, but only if he took care to hide his distinctiveears.
"Dead gods," the human swore. "Iknow you. You were with that fancy elf bitch."
Nimbolk's boot slammed into theman's jaw and knocked him flat onto his back. He hooked one toeunder the club and flipped it up, catching it by the handle. Theworst insult one fighter could offer another was to end him withhis own weapon.
"Stand," he commanded.
The thug struggled to his feet."You'd kill an unarmed man?"
"You were armed when I killed you.That's more than you can say for the elves you murdered in theforest grove."
The man dipped one gloved hand intoa pocket. As the fabric gaped open, the smell of salt and mineralsgrew stronger. Nimbolk waited until the man drew out a fistful ofpowder and started an underhand toss.
Nimbolk swung the club, catching theman's hand and driving it up into his own face. A cloud of greenishmineral salt surrounded him. Crystals melted and sizzled as theymet flesh.
The man fell to his knees, shriekingand clawing at his eyes. Nimbolk poked him in the ribs with theclub in deliberate imitation of his treatment of the fisherman. Hemust have sensed the elf's intent, for he flung both hands over hishead and cringed away from the coming blow.
But Nimbolk hesitated. This man didnot deserve to die the same death as the queen'schampion.
He broke the club over one knee anddrove the jagged edge up under the thug's ribcage.
Behind him, the fisherman gave achoking cough. It occurred to Nimbolk that the man might belaughing.
He turned and knelt beside thefisherman. The grim mirth faded from the man's face as his gazelocked onto Nimbolk's elfin ears. Terror glazed hiseyes.
"I didn't say anything. . aboutyour people. The boat, the fairy girl that took it. I swear it! ButDorn. . he pulled the Fox out of the water. Knows he's alive.They'll find Dorn. He's got no love for the adepts, but he won'tbleed. . to keep the thief's secrets."
Nimbolk sat back on his heels,surprised by this sudden outpouring. "You could have saved yourselfa beating if you'd told that to Volgo's men. Why tellme?"
"All Volgo's men can do is killme."
The fisherman slowly lifted one handand to his heart and with great effort traced a circle-a wardingagainst evil. He tried to say something more, but blood spilledfrom his mouth and ran in crimson streaks down his beard. A tremorran through him and he lay still.
Nimbolk rose, staring at the deadman in puzzlement. Perhaps these humans knew so little of elves andfairies that they thought them the same people?
The fisherman had been right aboutone thing, though. The harsh death he'd suffered at the hands ofVolgo's men was quicker and kinder than a fairy's mercy.
Nimbolk tipped his head back tostudy the cliff. It curved out over the sea, dropping off in asheer rock wall. The fortress overlooked the port-the onlydeepwater harbor on any of Sevrin's islands-but it also sprawledalong the crescent-shaped cliff. Toward the end of that curve stooda round tower, an ancient stone keep that reflected the light ofthe first evening star.
He walked along the base of thecliff until the incoming tide left him nowhere to go but up.According to the gossipy fisherfolk and their speculation about theFox's raid, climbing the rock wall was impossible. By the time themoon rose, Nimbolk was beginning to think they were more right thanwrong.
Hours passed before he rolled ontothe ledge and staggered to the base of the tower, shaking withfatigue.
No guards patrolled this part of thecliff and no lights shone in the windows placed high on the towerwalls. Nimbolk tried the door, but the locks on the iron grate heldfirm. Again, the only possible path was straight up.
From a distance, the tower mightlook perfectly smooth, but hundreds of years of sea wind and saltair had worn away at the thick walls. Finding handholds in therough stone took time, but it was not impossible.
Finally Nimbolk's hand closed on awindow sill. He pulled himself up and edged aside the unlatchedshutter.
His gaze swept the starlit room fordanger. Dozens of weapons hung on the walls or in cases, but noguards stood ready to wield them. After a moment, it struck Nimbolkthat the chamber was more like a shrine than an arsenal.
The stone walls had been plasteredand painted to resemble the trees surrounding a forest glen. Pottedplants added to the illusion, which was crude but clearlyheart-felt.
Nimbolk slipped into the room andmoved from one case to another. Most of the weapons wereelf-crafted, and those that were not were similar enough to foolthose who had no ear for the magic they held.
Another case held jewelry; yetanother, elaborately tooled leather bracers. Books filled a row ofshelves. To Nimbolk's surprise, some of them were filled withElfish runes.
Muldonny had amassed a remarkablecollection. Even more astonishing, it appeared that the adept'sintent was to honor elfin culture rather than plunder it. Placingthe treasure at the keep's highest point showed that the adept hadbeen familiar with elfin custom. Dwarves buried their wealth, whileelves kept things of value atop ancient trees and in the highesttowers of mountaintop keeps.
Nimbolk wondered if the adept hadunderstood why.
Stars sent vibrations into the nightsky. Elf-crafted items resonated with it, captured and magnifiedand stored it to be released later in a burst of speed or power ormagic. Starsong might be as constant as air, but on clear, brightnights an elf could feel it in his blood and bones.
An echoing melody came from the seabeyond. Nimbolk went to the window. In the open sea south of theisland, a whale breached and blew. Its eerie, plaintive songshimmered across the water. As Nimbolk watched, more whales joinedthe singer.
Only elves and whales could hearstarsong. Only whales could sing it back to the sky.
Watching the pod brought Nimbolkalmost as much pain as comfort. They had their shared song, andwhatever rituals they enacted in the ocean depths. He had only thehealing to be found in these stolen relics. It was almost a reliefwhen the whales sank beneath the waves.
He'd been away from his kind for toolong.

The old man huddled in the curtainedalcove in a corner of the adept's workshop, torn between exhaustionand exhilaration. The trip to Khronus had taken more strength thanhe could spare. Still, it had been good to leave Rhendish Manor.He'd haunted this place for so many years that some days he wasn'tentirely certain that he was not, in fact, a ghost.
But the trip had been well worth thestrain. Relying on another man's sorcery had taxed his pride, butwhat else could he do? His own magic was long gone.
The murmur of voices in the workroom grew louder. He leaned closer to listen.
"Are you quite certain you don'tknow the dwarf's whereabouts?"
The adept's voice was deep andpleasant, despite the serrated edge of irritation in hisquestion.
"I have told you that I do not," theelf said. "I left Muldonny's workroom moments before it exploded.That was the last I saw or heard from him."
"What part did he play in theattack?"
"He led the way up the oublietteshaft. They came in from the sea caves."
"Are there tunnels beyond thesecaves?"
"Yes, but I doubt anyone could findthem. The tunnel openings will be blocked and the stone walls willbe seamless. Dwarf masons do extraordinary work."
"How many dwarf masons are wetalking about?"
"Nine."
"That's all?" Rhendish soundedrelieved. "Did you find out why they were working with thethief?"
"Fox and the young dwarf werefriends. I don't know the how and why of that. The other dwarvesfollowed the youth."
"I see," he murmured. "And what doyou suppose they'll do now, assuming their leader isdead?"
"If they stay, they'll clear a fewold tunnels, eke out an existence. More likely they'll return tothe mainland."
"Did he tell you what broughtdwarves to Sevrin?"
"No."
"But you know, don't you?" the adeptpersisted. "I sense there's more to the tale."
The old man shiftedimpatiently. And I sense that both of youare stalling.
"Some years back, I heard rumors ofa scandal," the elf said. "A dwarf lord, king in all but name,rules the vales and mountains on the sunrise side of the forest. Hehas five sons. Another king sent his daughter to wed one of thelord's sons in an alliance between their two clans."
A bitter smile curved the old man'slips. Dwarves and elves took alliances very seriously. No one knewthis better than he.
"Making the match was put in thehands of the second-eldest son, who acted as the heir's steward.Apparently this dwarf had little talent for his role. The fifthbrother was loyal to the heir but considered the stewardunreliable. To prove to the heir that his steward lacked judgment,the youngest brother challenged him to a game of chance. When allwas said and done, the steward had gambled away the princess'sdowry."
"Among humans, this would mostlikely lead to war."
"Among dwarves, it leads tomarriage," the elf said with dry humor. "The princess Hedvigdeclared that since the dowry had changed hands, a match was made.She declared herself betrothed to Delgar, the youngestbrother.
"The steward convinced the heir thatthis was evidence of Delgar's ambition. The heir took the secondbrother's advice and sent Delgar away. Hedvig remains in theclanhold. Everyone involved wants her to wed the heir, but she'ssaid to be stubborn even by the measures of dwarves. She declaredher intention to wait out the exile."
"So these nine dwarf masons willreturn to bring news of their young lord's death so that the clanalliance can be concluded."
"That is my assumption, yes. If helives, he'll finish out his exile and return to hisclanhold."
"Good."
Silence fell. Lingered.
Soft footsteps approached the oldman's alcove. He was about to dart back into the hidden passagewhen he heard the window latches snap. The creak of shuttersfollowed as the elf swung them open to let in thestarlight.
"The lamps are lit," Rhendishpointed out.
"Then call one of your guards andwe'll begin."
The old man edged the curtain asidejust in time to see the adept's jolt of surprise. "Why?"
The elf turned to face him."Removing the metal from my body will require time and effort. Youmight decide the process is more trouble than my service is worth.Once we start, you'll have a knife in my arm. One flick is all itwould take to sever the veins."
"If killing you was my intention, aclockwork guard couldn't prevent me."
"No, but it could make sure I don'tdie alone."
The adept huffed. "Few people dotheir best work with a sword pointed their way."
"Will you call the guard, or shallI?"
The adept gave a single terse nod.In moments a metal guard clanked into the room and drew asword.
Rhendish sent the construct adisgusted look and reached for a small, curved knife. The elf tooka chair and laid her arm on the attached metal table.
The adept dipped the tip of hisknife under one of the stitches on the elf's arm, flicking asidethe threads one by one. She did not flinch, and when the knife sankdeep into living flesh, she did not scream. Not when he clamped offthe veins to slow the flow of blood, not when he removed tiny boltsholding a metal bone in place, not even when he pulled the bar freewith what appeared to be more force than was strictlynecessary.
A metallic rustle filled the room asthe clockwork guard shifted, raising its sword for a sweepingcut.
"My arm, your head," the elf saidsoftly.
Rhendish removed a slender crystalbone from the skeleton, the smaller of the two forearm bones. Thestarsong humming through the crystal faltered. The elf's eyesglazed as the magic sustaining her fell silent.
The adept's head came up sharply,like a wolf scenting blood.
Metal clattered as the guard's swordarm dropped to its side. Its metal head turned from the elf to theadept and back, as if it were uncertain where its loyalties shouldlie.
Without thinking, the old manreached out to Honor.
Starsong filled the room with silentmusic. The elf gathered the silver threads and wove them intostrength and magic, life and youth. The old man doubted she wouldthink to ask what had repaired the severed connection. Starsongcame naturally to her kind, and like a beating heart requiredneither thought nor choice to do its work.
Color crept back into the elfwoman's pallid cheeks. Her eyes cleared, hardened. Her gaze flickedto the clockwork guard, and it raised its sword again.
Rhendish frowned and lifted hisknife. The wonderful, terrible work began anew.
The old man sank down on the windowledge, stunned beyond thought. His hands trembled, but when heregarded them by the light of the stars, they seemed less palsiedand frail than they'd been this morn.
For ten long years, he'd tried totake power and magic from the elf woman. It had never occurred tohim, not once, to give.
Starsong was a shared thing, flowingfrom one elf to another as need arose. The old man had known thatonce.
He'd been away from his kind for fartoo long.



Chapter 9:Stormwall


Rhendish and Volgo stood inwhat was left of Muldonny's workshop, gazing through the openingthe explosion had made in the southern wall.
Before the raid a walkwayhad connected the main fortress with the cliff-side tower. Most ofthe stone, both the walkway and the arch that had supported it, hadshattered and fallen into the sea.
"That won't be easilyreplaced," Rhendish murmured.
"No need to bother withit," the captain said. "It has no tactical value. Shore up thewalls, fill in the shafts and tunnels. That'll keep the masons busyuntil winter."
The adept nodded absentlyas he moved over to the oubliette shaft. According to Honor, thethieves had come up through this passage. But the workers who'dgone down on ropes to clear the rubble and retrieve the bodies ofMuldonny's men had reported finding a smooth and solid floor somethirty feet down.
Either Honor was lying tohim, or the young dwarf lord who'd befriended Fox possessedstoneshifting abilities beyond anything Rhendish had thoughtpossible.
"This wall will go upeasily enough," Volgo said, running a hand along the jagged edge."When is Mendor taking possession?"
"First thing tomorrow, Ibelieve. The sooner, the better, in my opinion."
It had taken all ofRhendish's influence to have Mendor named to the Council of Adepts.Of all the alchemists Rhendish had trained, Mendor showed the mostaptitude for the alchemical weapons that had made Muldonny soeffective.
And unlike Muldonny, he hadlittle interest in exploring elven lore and magic. That was a pathbest left untrod.
Rhendish joined his captainat the broken wall. Below the curve of the cliff, dark water surgedand brooded, tossing white sprays over rocks that rose from thecoastline like jagged teeth. According to witnesses, both Fox andHonor had fallen when the explosion shattered the walkway. Rhendishdid not see how anyone could have survived the fall. But Honor had,so perhaps the thief lived. And if the solid stone filling theoubliette shaft was any indication, the dwarf had alsosurvived.
Volgo frowned and foldedhis arms, his gaze fixed on the old tower.
"What is it?"
"I talked to a dozen peoplewho saw a fairy shot out of the sky. Most of them claimed thearrows came from the tower."
Rhendish immediatelygrasped his point. The tower door had not been opened since theraid, which meant that no archers had been stationed there thatnight.
"An illusion," he murmured."So it would seem the fairy survived, as well. We'll need to bringher in."
Volgo snorted. "I don't seehow. They say fairies can look like anyone."
The adept did notappreciate his captain's insolent tone, but there was enough truthin his words to silence the rebuke that leaped to Rhendish'slips.
"I figured there was afairy about," Volgo said in a tone ripe with disgust. "All theseCity Fox stories. Wasn't natural, the way they caught on. Fairytales, the lot of them. "
An idea stirred and beganto take shape."We might not know what the fairy looks like, but ifshe's behind the City Fox stories, one might reasonably assumeshe's been haunting storytelling venues. She may continue to doso."
Volgo stroked his newlybeardless chin. "There's sense in that. I'll have my men collectstoryspinners. Iron chains have a way of sorting the humans fromthe fey folk."
"You can't arrest storyspinners,"Rhendish snapped. "This is Sevrin. The people wouldn't stand forit. They need to gather of their own volition. We'll invite them toa festival in my manor."
"You've never shown any interest instoryspinners before. They're likely to be suspicious."
"Then tell them I have an honoredguest-a famous bard of some sort-who wishes to hear Sevrin'sstories and songs."
"I don't see them buying that at theasking price, either," Volgo said. "They're going to know who thefamous bards are and where they're working."
"My point precisely! Find out whomost impresses the storyspinners, get what information you canabout the bard. Create a plausible lie." The adept held up a handto forestall Volgo's next argument. "See to it."
Some dark emotion flashed in thecaptain's eyes, but it disappeared before Rhendish could put a nameto it.
"As you wish," Volgosaid.
"Begging your pardon,captain?"
Two of Volgo's men stood in thehall. The captain motioned them in.
"We found a man who says he pulledthe City Fox out of the water after the raid," one of the men said."Dorn, a fisherman."
"That's good news," Volgosaid.
"It gets better. The thief madecontact yesterday. He wants to hire Dorn to take two men and a girlto the mainland. Offered him a small fortune to do it."
"Tell him to take the money and makethe arrangements. Send three men to pick up thethieves."
"I doubt we have three willing togo," the man said. "Beorn and his men were found out behind awarehouse, deader than pickled herring. People are talking aboutthe City Fox again. They're saying-"
"I don't want to hear it. If youdon't think three men are enough to do the job, send four. Or five.Just get it done."
The man responded with a crisp nodand strode off. His comrade, a young man whose stocky frame testedthe seams of his tunic, shifted uneasily from one foot toanother.
"Well?" said Volgo.
"We got the tower open, like yousaid. But the top room was empty."
"Empty?" echoed Rhendish.
The man glanced his way. "Somewooden cases, my lord, like they have in the curiosity houses, butnothing in them. There are a few small trees and bushes growing inbig pots. That's all. They're saying-"
Volgo took one menacing stepforward. The man fell silent.
"If I wanted gossip, I'd listen tomy wife. Do you see her here? Short woman, curly blond hair, twochins?"
The man's throat worked as heswallowed. "No, captain."
"And what do you surmise fromthat?"
"You don't want to heargossip."
"Good man. But since you're set ontelling stories, I've got a job for you. . "

Nimbolk's palms itched for the feelof a dagger's hilt, and the need to kill sang through his bloodlike a wolf pack's hunting howl.
The wooden scaffolding in the hallbeyond the work room provided an ideal place to watch and listen.He'd spent the night clearing out the tower and the better part ofthe morning in the fortress, moving quietly along the timberrafters as he waited for Rhendish and Volgo to arrive. In Nimbolk'sexperience, humans seldom looked up.
The man who'd led the attack on theStarsingers grove was within Nimbolk's reach, and he had no choicebut to walk away. If he was to find this Dorn before Volgo's mendid, he couldn't linger. The Thorn, not revenge, had to be hispriority.
Volgo would die by his ownaurak-hilt sword, but not today.

Stories could be very useful things.The tiny island known as Faunmere might be a popular spot forsummer trysts and berry picking, but the first sign of sunset colorsent visitors scurrying for their boats. According to thestoryspinners, no place in all of Severn was as haunted, and noghosts as vengeful.
Thinking of the stories lifted thehair on the back of Fox's neck, even though he knew that Vishni has" improved" most of the tales almost beyond recognition.
He kept glancing at the foam thatgathered at water's edge, half expecting it to rise and take theshape of a drowned man. The soft clatter of branches shifting inthe wind brought to mind restless bones.
Fox shifted his perch on the treeand scrubbed one hand over the back of his neck, resisting the urgeto glance over his shoulder.
Dorn would be here soon, if he cameat all. Fox didn't think the fisherman would sell him to theadepts, but if he did, Fox would see the betrayal coming. From hisperch he had a clear view of the water between Stormwall andFaunmere, and the sheltered cove where the fisherman would drag hisdory ashore.
The moon rose over the silhouette ofMuldonny's fortress. Fox supposed it should be called Mendor'sfortress now, but he doubted the new adept's name would stick anytime soon.
A strong hand clamped onto thecollar of his tunic and pulled. Fox tumbled backward, armsflailing.
He crashed from one branch toanother. Once he managed to grab a handhold, but the slender branchbroke without slowing him down much. He landed hard and lay wherehe fell, too winded to do more than wheeze.
The tip of a dagger pressed againsthis throat. "Where is the Thorn?"
Fox slid his gaze toward theassailant. Judging from his tree-climbing ability and his slenderbuild, he was a young man. The hood of his cloak cast deep shadowsover his face, but Fox felt fairly certain he'd never seen himbefore. Even so, there was something familiar about the way heformed his words.
He thought about denying knowledge,but suspected this would merely waste time. "I don't haveit."
The knife twitched. "You lie.There's elf magic about you now."
"How can you-" Fox's eyes widenedwith delight. "You're an elf! That's wonderful!"
A moment of silence passed. "Why?Apart from the obvious reasons, of course."
"Well, to start with, the island ishaunted. I could have been tossed out the tree by a giant skeletalrat."
The elf eyed him for a long moment."Your reaction was genuine. Your explanation is foolishness. Thereis a reason why you were pleased to encounter one of my kind, butyou are not ready to share it. So be it." He sheathed the daggerand rose to his feet. "You might as well stand."
Fox wasn't sure he could, but hemanaged to drag himself upright. When the world stopped spinning,he saw the elf loosening the strings on the bag that had hung fromthe back of Fox's belt. The bag that held his amulet.
Fox lunged for it-
He never saw the blow coming. Thenext thing he knew, he was sitting on the ground blinking awaystars.
The elf held Fox's amulet, tippingit toward the sky to catch the faint moonlight. For some reason,Fox felt none of the compulsion that forced him to fight Delgar forthe amulet.
"How did you do that?"
He glanced down at Fox. "The magicis elfin. The runes are not. What is theirsignificance?"
"It's the mark of Eldreath, thesorcerer who ruled Sevrin."
"I have heard of this man. I had notheard that he had knowledge of elfin magic. When did he come topower?"
Fox had to think that over. "Seventyyears ago? Maybe more."
The elf nodded as if he had expectedto hear this. "Where is this Eldreath now?"
"Dead. The adepts killed him nearlytwenty years ago. But there's another sorcerer in Sevrin, which iswhy we need to get the Thorn far away."
"By 'we,' do you mean you and somecomrades, or you and me?"
Fox shrugged. "Whatever works. Ipromised to return the dagger to the elves. If you're here to takeit, you've saved me a trip."
"And how do you know I'm worthy ofthis trust?"
"Well. . You're anelf."
"Ah, well. We're all noble, shiningbeing who can do no wrong." He sniffed. "You knownothing."
In response, Fox slipped a bit ofamethyst from a pocket and hurled it at the elf's head. He flickedone hand to the right. The missile followed suit, veering off sothat it just skimmed his hair rather than hitting him squarelybetween the eyes.
"Elves draw magic from the forest,the rain, the stars," Fox said. "But elves who are cut off fromtheir kin can't access starsong magic. Starsong magic has somethingto do with crystals. If you'd been a rogue, you couldn't havedeflected the amethyst."
The elf studied him with narrowedeyes. "How do you know this?"
"My mother was a green witch. Welived on the edge of the Glimmergold, and she had dealings withelves from time to time. So I do know a few things." He lifted oneeyebrow. "Your name is not one of them."
"I'm called Nimbolk."
"Sorry to hear that," Foxmurmured.
A sour expression crossed the elf'sface. "Where is the Thorn?"
"It's with someone I trust. Icouldn't keep it with me since there's a possibility that someone'stracing me through the amulet. And before you ask, no, I can't getrid of it."
Nimbolk pulled a knife from his beltand scratched several runes into the metal. The amulet flared withlight, then went as dim as old pewter.
"What was that?"
"Temporary," Nimbolk said shortly.He tossed the amulet to Fox. "A simple unbinding spell known tomost elves. If you wish to rid yourself of this thing, do itquickly."
Fox surged to his feet and tookseveral running steps toward the sea. He hurled the amulet with allhis strength. It felt into the water with a faint plunk.
"The tide is going out," he said."If I'm lucky, they'll think I've drowned. Again."
"Then let's go to this trustedfriend."
Fox shook his head. "No offense, butthere's a lot of things going on right now. It's probably not agood idea to bring a stranger into my lair. And before I pass alongthe Thorn, there's someone I need to talk to."
A wry smile twisted the elf's lips."You have chosen an inconvenient time to start showing goodsense."
Fox shrugged. "It had to happen sometime. There's a forested island in the center of the Sevrinarchipelago. It's probably the safest place for you."
"I know of this place," Nimbolksaid. "Long ago, elves walked beneath those trees. But the veilbetween this world and Faerie is thin there, and tattered. Thereare more fairy gates in the forest than there are blacksquirrels."
"That's the whole point. It'll beeasy for one of my friends to get the dagger to you."
"So the stories are true?" he saidincredulously. "You really have befriended a fairy?"
Fox folded his arms. "You don't knowVishni. If you did, you'd understand."
"I understand perfectly," Nimbolksaid. "And I suspect that I know this fairy, even sight unseen, farbetter than you do."



Chapter 10: Chaos


Vishni strolled past theCat and Cauldron, her fingers casually brushingthe ivy that climbed the stone wall. Her fingers traced the hiddenindentation where some of the mortar had worked loose. If Fox hadsent a message, one of the street urchins who ran errands for themwould have pressed a small flat stone into the gap. A drop of clearliquid, another of Avidan's small marvels, would reveal the messagewritten on it.
But there was no message.
A burst of laughter spilled throughthe open window. Vishni sighed. She was supposed to go right backto the Fox Den. It was too dangerous for her to be out, now thatthey knew there was a sorcerer about.
On the other hand, if she went intothe Cat and Cauldron, she'd no longer be out.
This excellent reasoning brought asmile to her face. She pushed through the door into the pleasantchaos of Heartstone's most famous storyspinner tavern.
Several people called her name asshe entered, and someone caught her hand and pulled her into thecircle of dancers forming in the center of the room.
She spent a happy hour or sowhirling and skipping to the music of a wheel fiddle and hand drum.Dancing was good. Like stories, it had pattern and purpose. It keptchaos at bay.
By the time the fiddler finished hisset, Vishni was ready for a cup of mead and a story. To herdelight, Black Svaria took the stage.
Most people in Sevrin had fairhair, ranging from pale blond to light brown. Red hair wasuncommon-or at least, it was uncommon until the City Fox's admirersdiscovered herbal dyes-and truly dark tresses were exceedinglyrare. Black Svaria's short cropped, raven-wing hair was only one ofthe reasons she stood out. She stood only slightly above averageheight, but her warrior's frame made her appear tall and imposing.And she was, beyond doubt, the best storyteller Vishni had everheard, even if the fairy didn't quite understand some of the bawdyballads that made the humans nudge each other and snicker. ButBlack Svaria was also a traditional skald who could declaim ancienttales in ringing, rhythmic speech. Oddly enough, Vishni liked thosebest.
The skald settled down, awire-strung harp on her lap, and struck a chord.

"In the depths of a winter whiterthan death, the wolves came.
"Over the frozen sea they came,running, running, too many to count.
"In the village the people ran whostill had strength to run.
"All but one: Hronolf stood tosword-greet what the wolves fled."

Vishi sank into the tale with a sighof pure bliss. After Hronolf met his destiny, she clapped until herhands tingled.
A stocky man dropped into the emptychair. He put two cups of mead on the table. "Rindor Finn orShenmist?"
"You named the cups?"
He chuckled and tipped his headtoward the group of storyspinners sitting at a table near the bar."Guess you didn't hear the talk. They say Rhendish has thenorthland's greatest bard as a guest. I've heard lots of namestossed around, but those folk say it's got to be one of those two.Rindor Finn or Shenmist."
Well now, this was interesting. Vishni hadimproved enough tales in her time to know when someone was buildinga new one from the ground up. When that happened, the real storywas not in the what, but the why.
"Rindor Finn," she said.
The man nodded. "That's what mostpeople say. It's odd, don't you think, that Rhendish isn't givingout the man's name?"
"Not really. I don't suppose theadept is obliged to provide the island with a guestlist."
"Ha! True enough. But word is he'sthinking of holding a storyspinning festival in the man's honor.Maybe he's thinking the mystery of it will be more of adraw."
"It might," said Vishni. "But morelikely?"
The man leaned in, his face alightwith interest.
"If there's any truth to the rumors,broadsheets will be posted in all the taverns and the bard will benamed. By morning we'll know if I'm right."
He grinned. "Care to place awager?"
Vishni reached into her pocket for acoin and came up empty. Odd. She'd left a coin in the boat they'dborrowed for the trip to Kronhus. Usually humans spent gold asquick as they got it. And since fairy gold did notstay spent, the coinshould have returned to her by now.
Oh, wait! She had some silverpennies in the bag Fox insisted she carry. She dipped into the bagand put three coins on the table.
The man added three coins and pushedthe pile toward Vishni. "You hold it. If there is a festival, wecan settle up then."
"I'll be there."
He raised his mead cup and theydrank to seal the bargain. As he rose to leave, Vishni caught hiswrist. She beckoned for him to lean down.

"If it's Rindor Finn, I hopeTessalyn comes," she whispered.
"Another bard?"
She beamed and nodded. "Rindor'sformer wife. They still sing together sometimes, but things usuallyget ugly. It's very entertaining."
"We can hope," he said, and strodeoff chuckling.
Vishni hid her smirk behind the meadcup. Rindor Finn, to the best of her knowledge, had never wed. Ifhe ever did choose a wife, her name would not be Tessalyn. That wasa fairy name, and humans simply could not use fairy names. If comemorning broadbills advertising Rindor Finn and Tessalyn showed upon the walls of storyspinning taverns, Vishni could know beyondquestion that Rhendish was spinning a trap.
It was a good plan, except for thewaiting part. Vishni had never been good at waiting.
She could slip into Rhendish Manortonight. Delgar hadn't told Fox about the tunnel his minors hadstarting building the day Honor returned to the adept's house. Thedwarf hadn't told her, either, but Vishni knew. Delgar wouldn'tlike her going on her own, but if she didn't tell him he couldn'tfuss.
An hour later, or maybe a littlelonger, she swung open the wooden door at the new tunnel's end. Arow of books blocked her path. She shifted one aside and peeredinto the room beyond.
The bookshelf stood in a grand hall,a room even larger and more stuffed with oddities than the publicmuseum Rhendish maintained. This, then, must be his personalcollection.
Excitement coursed through the fairyas she moved aside books and wriggled through the opening. Wherethere were curiosities, there would be magic.
She hurried past a row of portraits,giving the painting of Avidan a little wave as she skipped by. Moreinteresting was the display of elven boots, the leather as soft assilk and tooled with thousands of runes that interlocked in curvingpatterns.
Vishni found a pair that fit her andslipped them on. She picked the lock on a glass-fronted case andrummaged through the jewelry until she found a ruby bracelet thathummed with magic. That went onto her wrist. A pretty belt ofsilvery links and crystal beads draped nicely around herhips
She found several knifes that fitinto her boots and belt and pockets, several handfuls of tinybottles that still held drops of potion and echoes of powerfulmagic. Giddy now, she took a handful of roc feathers and fashioneda long, sweeping tail.
So much magic! This must be whathumans felt when they drank too much mead. No! This must be what aphoenix felt just before it burst into flame.
In some part of her mind, Vishniknew she should flee, but "should" had never been a concept thatheld much resonance for her.
So she kicked off her boots and,barefoot, sang and whirled and danced until she fetched up,laughing and breathless, against a metal gate.
An iron gate.
Vishni jolted back, as close tosober as any magic-drunk fairy could be. Angry red lines ran thelength of her arm and down the palm of one hand.
A sense of deep foreboding shiftedsomewhere under the euphoria. She turned her gaze slowly to whatthe iron bars contains.
Three imps, as dry as parchment,hung suspended from wires. They'd been posed, with their tatteredbats wings stretched in a mockery of flight.
Vishni stared in horror at the deadthings. Before she could flee, her wings popped out of their ownvolition. Their color shifted, not to suit her will or her mood,but quickly, randomly, like a thousand sunrises squeezed into ahandful of moments.
One of the imps turned its headtoward her. Red light kindled in the empty place where eyes hadbeen. It hissed at her, the sound dryer than dust.
A bony hand darted between the ironbars and its claws dug deep into Vishni's shoulder.
Frantic, she tried to peel it offwith both hands. Her wings beat the air, but instead of the airyflutter of fairy wings she heard the leathery sound of sailssnapping in a changing wind.
Her wings were bat wings!Imp wings, scarlet asmolten brimstone!
A clump of short brown curls fell tothe floor. Vishni reached for it with one bare foot and wept to seegrey skin and talons sprouting from her elongating toes.
The imp was changing, too. Life andcolor flowed back into the creature along with Vishni's stolenmagic. Golden ringlets spilled over bare pink shoulders. Madnessshone from eyes the color of new leaves.
A new horror struck Vishni.She knew thiscreature! Long ago, they'd flown together. Together they'd chasedfireflies, sung songs, plotted mischief. Too much mischief, andthen exile.
Not every exiled fairy returned.Vishni knew that. She even knew what became of fairies who dranktoo deeply of a sorcerer's magic. But those were stories, nothingmore.
For the first time in her long, longlife, Vishni could think of no horror to add to thistale.
As flesh returned to the exile'shands, the talons in Vishni's bleeding shoulder withdrew. Shewrenched herself away and ran, her bat wings hissing behind herlike malicious whispers.

Mendor, the newest member ofSevrin's Council of Adepts, regarded his new work shop with amixture of pride and dismay.
The night wind whistled through theruined wall, and one of the vats of solvent for which Muldonny wasjustly famed had fueled the explosion. It would take him years torebuild the supply.
The first order of business,however, was repairing the clockwork guards. A dozen or so had beenheaped in a corner. The exact number was difficult to ascertain,for thanks to the explosion and the battle that preceded it, noneof the guards remained whole. Mendor suspected that he'd be luckyto piece together three or four from the scorched pile of scrapmetal.
Which is why he'd been so pleased toreceive twenty new guards this morning, a gift from Rhendish. Hisold mentor had also sent a dozen devices that would enable Mendorto quickly assume the loyalty of Muldonny's remainingguards.
A clatter in the hall beyond broughta frown of puzzlement to Mendor's face. Three of the constructsmarched into the room.
"I did not summon you," hesaid.
The guards advanced.
"Stop!"
Still they came on.
Mendor dived for the box of loyaltydisks. Apparently the guards perceived him as an intruder. Heshould have thought of this. Rhendish had. If only he'd had halfthe foresight of his former master!
Two of the guards flanked him,seized him. Mendor managed to slap a disk onto one of theconstructs, but it made no difference. One of the metal guards heldhim while the other threw a chain over the ceiling beam near theremaining vat of solvent.
The new adept writhed and shriekedand cursed as the constructs snapped metal bands around his wristsand attached them to one end of the chain. They hauled him up, tiedweights to his ankles, and dragged the chain across the beam untilhe hung directly over the vat.
No inhabitant of Sevrin, much lessan alchemist, could fail to understand the reference. Eldreath hadbeen dropped into a pit of solvent.
Mendor screamed in terror anddenial.
The third guard raised its mailedhands to its head. It removed the metal helm to reveal not gearsand wires, but a beardless, familiar face.
"Volgo, why are you doing this?" Mendor pleaded. "We're both Rhendish's men!"
"Are we?"
"Yes!" he shrieked. "I owe Rhendisheverything! He trained me, he persuaded the council to give meMuldonny's seat! I'm as loyal as you-"
Horror and understanding dawned."You know I'm no traitor. It's you who've turned yourcoat."
"Never." Volgo leaned to one sideand spat. "Rhendish is a weakling and a fool. A better man hasalways owned my loyalty."
He reached into his metal tunic andpulled out a silver amulet. Mendor moaned as he realized itssignificance. Like every other alchemist, he knew Eldreath'ssigil.
Volgo gestured for the constructs tocontinue. He watched as the man was lowered into the vat. Mendorscreamed and thrashed until the solution reached hisknees.
Through it all, the surface of theliquid remained perfectly calm. When Eldreath had been lowered intoa pit, the acid roiled like an angry sea and a storm ragedoverhead. Four imps writhed on the ground, burning from the insideout as they gave the last of their magic in an attempt save theirsorcerer lord.
But none of the fools who borewitnesses realized the true nature of that magic: It was not arescue, but an illusion.
And when that illusion faded, onlythree desiccated imps remained.

Somewhere in Rhendish'smansion, a woman shrieked. Honor pushed herself up from the couchwhere she'd been resting and instinctively reached for hersword.
White-hot pain flashed thelength of her sword arm and the room swam and spun. Loss of bloodand the agonizing repairs to her arm had taken too large atoll.
But the sound of runningfootsteps was closer now, and the distant babble of voices had afrantic quality. Honor made her way to the door of her chamber andstepped out into the hall.
An apparition of evil rantoward her, tears streaming down her still-pretty face.
The revulsion Honorexpected to feel did not come. Vishni ran into her arms and clungto her like a child as she sobbed out the story of theimps.
When she was finished, theelf disentangled herself and stepped back. She frowned at the blackfurrows scoring Vishni's shoulder. "Those wounds need tending. Icould do it, but Avidan could do it better. We should go back tothe Fox Den."
"I can't! Not likethis."
"You certainly can't stayhere. Rhendish is a sorcerer."
Vishni blinked. "Well. Thatexplains a few things."
"I'll go with you," Honorpromised. "There are things Fox and Delgar need toknow."
"Then you tellthem!"
"I will, but I can't findmy way into the tunnels without you."
"I'll show you! There's atunnel opening in the curiosity room. I'll go with you part way.Tell them that I got distracted by a story. They will believethat."
"Vishni."
Something in Honor's toneseemed to penetrate the fairy's hysteria. She took a long steadyingbreath. "I'll come with you."
"There's a way to undothis," Honor said. "An elfin spell, very old and dark. You shouldbe able to reclaim your magic from the imps."
She snatched a cloak from ahook on her wall and draped it over Vishi. They hurried down to thecuriosities rooms and headed for the cage.
But the creatures weregone. Only a scattering of dust, rust colored and smelling faintlyof brimstone, remained on the floor of the cage.
Someone had gotten herefirst.
"We'll find another way,other magic," Honor promised. "But we've got to get your outnow."
Vishni raise one clawedhand to point. "This way-"
A man stepped out frombehind a cabinet, a tall fair-haired man with a narrow, austereface. He was neither young nor old, and he looked much as he hadtwo hundred years ago, when he left the forest on a mission ofdiplomacy.
Honor stared at the livingghost. And everything she'd learned about Sevrin's recent historyfell suddenly, horribly into place.
A sardonic smile twistedthe man's lips. "I see you remember me, cousin, even after thesemany years."

Honor dropped a hand ontoVishni's shoulder. "Explosions," she said. "Big ones. Rightnow."
Manic glee suffused thefairy's ravaged face. She flung both arms high, filling the roomwith an illusion of bright lights and whirlingfireworks.
It was an act ofdesperation; for a fairy on the edge of chaos, casting magic of anykind could push her over. But it had the desired effect. Guardscame running, and Honor could hear Rhendish shouting commands as herushed to protect his precious collection.
She seized Vishni's handand dragged her through the magical storm toward the bookcase."Open the door. I'm right behind you."
The fairy dropped to herknees and began to fling books aside. Honor ran to interceptRhendish. She drove a fist into his jaw and slung his limp bodyover her shoulder.
She ran to the portal,ignoring the fire in her arm, and dropped the unconscious adept tothe floor. After a moment, Vishni got the idea and helped pull himthrough. Honor ducked in after and slammed the doorshut.
She crouched over Rhendishand slapped his face until he woke up. His eyes shifted to thehalf-transformed fairy and widened.
"We need to leave," Honorsaid. "Now."
"Do we?" Rhendish saidcoolly. He sat up and brushed an imaginary bit of dust from theshoulder of his blue tunic. "And why would that be?"
"Because I'm leaving, andI'm bound to you for a year and a day."
The adept scoffed. "Youhave a strange notion of 'service.' I see no reason for me to leavemy own manor."
Honor shook her head. "It'snot your manor anymore."
"No?"
"No. Eldreath isback."
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