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Chapter 1

“I have heard it told,” the old woman confided, “that there
be those walking among us who can do more than merely
speak with the dead.”

Coming out of her distracted thoughts, Magda Searus
frowned up at the woman leaning in close over her shoulder.
The woman’s intent expression drew heavy creases across
her broad, flat brow.

“What are you talking about, Tilly?”

The woman’s faded blue eyes turned to check the
shadowed corners of the gloomy room. “Down in the lower
reaches of the Keep, where those with exceptional talents go
about their dark work, it is said that there be gifted among
them who can speak with souls beyond the veil of life, those
souls now in the world of the dead.”

Magda placed her trembling fingers on the creases in her
own brow. “Tilly, you should know better than to believe
such gossip.”

Tilly’s gaze again lifted to search the somber room lit only
by thin streamers of light coming in the slits between the ill-



fitting, warped shutters. The narrow slices of light revealed
specks of dust floating almost motionless above the heavy
wooden worktable set hard up against the stone wall.

The table bore the age-softened evidence of dark stains,
cuts, and scars collected over centuries of varied use. The
edges of the thick top had been irregularly rounded over and
worn smooth by the touch of countless hands that had over
the passage of time given the wood a polished, chestnut-
colored patina.

Sitting at the table, facing the shuttered windows, Magda
stared down into memories held in a small silver box sitting
alone before her as she thought of all that was lost to her.

Everything was lost to her.

“Not mere gossip,” Tilly said softly, compassionately.
“A friend I trust works in the nether reaches of the Keep. She
knows things, sees things. She says that some of those whose
work it is to know about the world of the dead have not
merely spoken to those passed on, but have done more.”

“More?” Magda couldn’t bring herself to look up from the
memories in the box. “What are you saying?”

“My friend says that the gifted down there may even
have ways to bring people back from the world of the dead.



What I’'m saying is that maybe you could have him brought
back.”

Elbows on the table, Magda pressed her fingertips to her
temples as she struggled to keep the tears from springing
anew. She stared down at a dried flower he had once given
her, a rare white flower he had climbed all day to retrieve. He
had called her his young, fierce flower and said that only such
arare and beautiful thing befit her.

So why would he choose to abandon her in this way?

“Brought back? From the dead?” Magda slowly shook her
head as she sighed. “Dear spirits, Tilly, what has gotten into
you?”’

The woman set down her wooden pail and let the washrag
she was holding slip into the soapy water. She leaned down a
bit more, as if to make sure that no one could hear, even
though there was no one else in the cluttered, rarely used
storage room.

“You have been kind to me, Mistress,” Tilly said as she
laid a gentle, wash-wrinkled hand on Magda’s shoulder.
“More kind than most folk, even when you had no need to
be. Most ignore me as 1 go about my work. Even though I've
worked here most of my life, many don’t even know my



name. Only you have ever asked after me, or offered me a
smile, or a bite to eat on occasion when I was looking hageard.
You, of all people.”

Magda patted the warm, comforting hand on her shoulder.
“You're a good woman, Tilly. Most people don’t see the
simple truth in front of them. I have offered you nothing
more than common decency.”

Tilly nodded. “Common decency is what most of your
standing would offer only a woman born noble.”

Magda smiled distantly. “We are all noble, Tilly. Every
lifeis . ..”

Magda had to swallow, fearing that another word would
put her over the edge.

“Precious,” Tilly finished for her.

Magda managed a smile for the woman. “Precious,” she
agreed at last. “Maybe I see things differently because I
wasn’t born noble.” She cleared her throat. “But when a life is
over, it is over. That is the way of life. We all are born, we
live, we die. There is no coming back from beyond the veil.”

Magda considered her own words and realized that they
weren’t entirely accurate.

It occurred to her for the first time that it might have been



that he had brought death back with him, that even though he
had succeeded in returning from his perilous journey to the
world of the dead, perhaps he had never really escaped its
grasp. Perhaps he couldn’t.

Tilly fussed with the end of her apron strings as she
mulled something over for a moment.

“I don’t wish to upset you, Mistress,” she said at last. It
is only because you have been kind to me and always treated
me with respect, that I would tell you that which I would
dare not speak of to another. But only if you wish to hear it.
If you don’t, you have but to say the word and I will never
again speak of the matter.”

Magda let out a deep breath. “Tell me then.”

Tilly ran the side of a finger along her lower lip as she
took a final glance around the somber room before speaking,

“Down in the burial vaults, Mistress, down in the tunnels
running far underground near where some of the departed are
placed and most visitors aren’t allowed, my friend says that
the wizards working for the war effort have found a way to
bring the dead back to life. Though I admit that I have not
seen such things with my own eyes, she swears on her soul
that it be true.



“If it be true, then perhaps . . . perhaps there be a way to
have Master Baraccus brought back.” Tilly arched an
eyebrow. “You are one with the standing to ask for such
indulgences.”

“Do you forget so soon exactly who my husband was,
Tilly? Take it from me, wizards are masters of deception.
They can conjure all sorts of illusions and make them seem
real.”

“No, Mistress, I have not forgotten who your husband
was. He was loved by many people, me included.” Tilly
picked up her bucket. She paused to consider Magda’s
words. “It must be as you say. You would know of such
illusions far better than 1.” She dipped her head respectfully.
“I must be on to my work, Mistress.”

Magda watched the old woman make her way toward the
door. She moved with an ever so slight, rocking, hitched
stride, the result of a fall the past winter. Apparently, the
broken hip had never healed properly.

Tilly turned back before reaching the door. “I didn’t mean
to upset you, Mistress, with talk of returning a loved one
from the dead. I know how you are suffering I only thought
to help.”



The woman probably couldn’t begin to imagne that
Magda’s husband, a man of great power and ability, had
already returned once from the world of the dead. After
others had been lost in the attempt to answer the warning of
each night’s red moon, a desperate call for help from the
Temple of the Winds beyond the veil, her husband had
undertaken the unprecedented journey himself.

He had traveled to the world of the dead, and returned.

Magda knew that, this time, he would not be returning,

With nothing left for her in the world of life, Magda
wanted only to join him.

She managed another small smile for the woman. “T know,
Tilly. It’s all right. Thank you for thinking to help.”

Tilly pursed her lips, then thought to add something
“Mistress, perhaps you could at least visit a spiritist. Such a
woman might be able to contact your husband for you. There
be a woman of such ability down there. I believe those
wizards consult her in their work.”

“And what good could it really do to visit such a
woman?”’

“Perhaps you could at least speak with her and ask her to
help provide the answers that would let you be at peace with



what First Wizard Baraccus did. She may be able to bring you
his words from beyond the veil, and put your heart at peace.”

Magda didn’t see how her heart could ever again be at
peace.

“You may need help, Mistress,” Tilly added. “Maybe
First Wizard Baraccus could still somehow help to protect
you.”

Magda frowned at the woman across the small room.
“Help to protect me? What do you mean?”

Tilly took a moment in answering ‘“People are cruel,
Mistress. Especially to one not born noble. As the beautiful
wife of the First Wizard, you are widely respected, despite
being so much younger than him.” Tilly touched her own
short hair, then gestured at Magda. ““Your long hair is a mark
of your standing You have used your position of power to
speak before the council for those in the Midlands who have
no voice. You alone give them voice. You are widely known
and respected for that, not just because you were the wife of
the First Wizard.

“But with Master Baraccus gone you have no one to
protect you, to give you standing before the council or
anywhere else for that matter. You may find that the world is



an unfriendly place to a widow of a powerful man who
herself'is not gifted and was not born noble.”

Magda had already considered all of that, but it was not
going to be a problem she would live to face.

“Perhaps the spiritist could bring you valuable advice
from beyond the grave. Perhaps your departed husband could
at least explain his reasons and ease your pain as well.”

Magda nodded. “Thank you, Tilly. I will think on it.”

Her gaze again sank to the silver box of memories. She
couldn’t imagine why Baraccus had done what he had done,
or that he would be able to explain it from beyond the grave.
If he had wanted to explain his reasons, he’d had ample
opportunities to do so. He would have at least left a letter
waiting for her upon her return.

She knew, too, that there was nothing Baraccus could do
from beyond the grave to protect her standing But that
didn’t really matter.

A faint glow of candlelight fell across the floor as Tilly
opened the door on the far side of the room.

“Mistress.”

Magda looked back over her shoulder to see Tilly standing
at the open door, lever in hand.



Men, their faces in shadow, their hands clasped, stood out
in the hallway.

“Thereare . . . visitors come to see you, Mistress.”

Magda turned back to the table and carefully closed the
silver box of treasured memories. “Please let themin, Tilly.”

Magda had known that sooner or later they would come.
It appeared that it was to be sooner rather than later. She had
planned to be finished with it all before they had a chance to
show up. That, too, it seemed, was not to be.

Her spirits would have sunk lower, but they could go no
lower. What did it matter anymore? What did any of it
matter? It would soon enough be ended.

“Would you like me to stay, Mistress?”

Magda touched her fingers to the long thick, freshly
brushed hair lying over the front of her shoulder.

She had to be strong Baraccus would want her to be
strong,

“No, Tilly,” she said after getting a firm command of her
voice, “it’s all right. Please let them in and then you may go
on to your work.”

Tilly bowed deeply from the waist and backed away a
little as she held the door open wider for the men to enter. As



soon as all seven of them had glided into the room, Tilly
hurried away, closing the door behind her.



Chapter 2

Magda slid the ornately engraved silver box to the side of
the table, placing it beside a well-used collection of exquisite
metalsmithing tools, semiprecious stones in divided trays,
and small books filled with notes that had belonged to her
husband. She let her hand rest for a moment on the table
where his hands had been when he had sometimes worked at
the table, late into the quiet of the night, crafting items like
the extraordinary amulet he’d made when the war had begun.

When she had asked its purpose, he had said that it was
an ever-present reminder of his calling come to pass, his
talent, his duty, and his reason for being He said that it
represented a war wizard’s prime directive: to cut the
attacker down, to cut them down to their very soul. The ruby
red stone in the center of the intricate lines represented the
blood of the enemy.

He said that the amulet represented the dance with death.

He had worn it every day since he’d made it, but left it in
the First Wizard’s enclave, along with his singular black and



gold outfit, a war wizard’s outfit, a war wizard’s battle
armor, before he had stepped off the side of the Wizard’s
Keep and dropped several thousand feet to his death.

Magda lifted her long brown hair back over her shoulder as
she turned to the seven men crossing the room She
recognized the familiar faces of six members of the council.
Each face was fixed with a stony expression. She suspected
that the expressions were a mask for a bit of shame they
likely felt at what they had come to see done.

She had known they would come, of course, but not this
soon. She had thought that they would have paid her the
grace of a bit more time.

There was another man with them, his face shadowed by
the hood of his loose brown habit. As they came closer, into
the weak light leaking in around the closed shutters, the
seventh man pushed the cowl back to rest on his rounded
shoulders.

The man’s black eyes were fixed on her, the way a
vulture’s steady gaze fixed on a suffering animal. Men often
stared at her, but not in this way.

He had a short, wide, bull neck. The top of his head was
covered in closely cropped, wiry black hair. Stubble darkened



the lower half of his face. A high hairline made his forehead
and the top of his skull look even larger. The lines and folds
of his face for the most part tended to all draw in toward the
center, giving his expression a pinched, pushed-in look. All
his coarse features looked firm and densely packed, as if
every part of the man was as hard as his reputation.

He wasn’t ugly, really, merely unusual-looking In a way,
his striking visage gave him an intense, commanding air of
authority.

There was no mistaking that it was the head prosecutor
himself, Lothain, a man of far-reaching authority and the
renown to match it. His singular features, punctuated by
those black eyes, made him impossible to forget. Magda
didn’t know what such a man was doing with the council,
carrying out the formality of a miserable little task. It seemed
beneath his time.

Lothain’s grim expression, fixed with weathered creases
lining his leathery face, did not look as if it might be covering
the slightest bit of pity, as did the expressions of the others.
Magda didn’t think the man was capable of uneasiness, much
less shame, and certainly not pity. The hard lines of his face
bore testimony to the fact that this was a man who went



about his work with relentless, iron determination.

Not a full moon before, everyone had been stunned when
Lothain had brought charges of treason against the entire
Temple team, the men who had, at the direction of the
Central Council, gathered dangerous items of magic together
into the Temple of the Winds and then sent it all into the
underworld for safekeeping until after the war. The trial had
been a sensation. In it, Lothain had revealed that the men had
gone far beyond their mission and not only locked away more
than they were supposed to, but made it all but impossible to
TECOVer.

In their defense, some of them said that they believed in
the Old World’s efforts to save mankind from the tyranny of
magic.

The convictions had ensured that Lothain’s reputation had
an edge to it that was as razor-sharp as the axes that had
beheaded the hundred convicted wizards of the Temple team.

In a bold effort to try to undo the damage done by the
traitors, Lothain himself had on his own authority then gone
beyond the veil, into the underworld itself, to the Temple of
the Winds. Everyone feared for him on such a journey.
Everyone feared to lose a man of such ability and powers.



To everyone’s relief, Lothain had returned alive, if shaken
by the journey. Unfortunately, the damage done by the
Temple team had proven to be greater than even he had
suspected, and he had not found a way in, so he had returned
without being able to repair the damage done by the Temple
team he had convicted.

Lothain strolled in closer to Magda and gestured,
indicating the formality of his preamble.

“Lady Searus, may I offer my condolences on the
unfortunate and untimely death of your husband.”

One of the council members leaned in. “He was a great
man.”

Lothain’s sidelong glance moved the man back in line with
the others.

“Thank you, Prosecutor Lothain.” She glanced at the
councilman who had spoken. “My husband was indeed a
great man.”

Lothain lifted a dark eyebrow. “And why do you suppose
that such a great man, a man beloved by his people as well as
his alluring young wife, would throw himself over the Keep
wall to drop several thousand feet down the side of the
mountain to meet his death on the rocks below?”



Magda kept her voice steady and spoke the simple truth.
“I wouldn’t know, Prosecutor. He sent me away for the day
on an errand. When I returned, he was dead.”

“Really,” Lothain said in a drawl as he touched his chin
and gazed off in thought. “Are you saying that you suspect
that he didn’t wish you to be here, to see the terrible damage
a fall from that height to the rocks below would do to him?”

Magda swallowed. She had been unable to prevent herself
from imagining it a thousand times in her mind’s eye. By the
time she had returned, people had already seen to having him
sealed in a stately coffin.

That morning, scant hours after she had learned of his
death, the omately carved maple coffin with her husband’s
remains had been placed on a funeral pyre on the rampart
outside the First Wizard’s enclave. Because his body had
been sealed in the coffin, she wasn’t able to look upon his
face one last time. She didn’t ask to have it opened. She knew
why the coffin was sealed.

The pyre bumed for most of the day as hundreds of
solemn people stood silently watching the flames consume
their beloved leader, and for many, their last hope.

Instead of answering such a tasteless question, Magda



changed the subject. “May 1 inquire as to your business here,
Prosecutor Lothain?”

“If you don’t mind, Lady Searus, I will be the one to ask
the questions.”

His tone had an edge to it that took her by surprise.

Seeing the shocked expression on her face, he offered a
brief, insincere smile. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your
grieving, but you see, with the war threatening our very
existence, there are matters of pressing concern to all of us
that ’mafraid I must ask about. That’s all I meant.”

Magda was not in the mood to answer questions. She had
her own pressing concern. But she knew this man well
enough to know that he wouldn’t leave her to her own
business until he saw to his.

She saw no choice but to answer his questions.



Chapter 3

Magda smoothed the front of her dress as she gathered her
composure. “And what pressing concerns would you need to
ask me about?”

He flicked a finger out toward the shutters. “Well, there is
the matter of the moon turning red.” Lothain strolled off a
few paces and then turned back. ““After I failed to gain access
to the Temple of the Winds, others, presumably with abilities
more effective for such a specialized undertaking than I, also
made the journey. None of them returned.”

Magda was baffled as to what he was getting at. “They
were good men, talented men, valuable men. It was a great
loss.”

Lothain strolled back close to her. His black-eyed gaze
glided over items on the table, like the eyes of a vulture
looking among bones for scraps. He turned a notebook with a
finger to see what was written on the spine before addressing
her again.

“Your husband selected those men.”



“They were volunteers.”

He smiled politely. “Yes of course. I meant to say that
your husband selected the men who were to go to the Temple
and ultimately their death from among a group of volunteers.”

“My husband was First Wizard.” Her brow tightened.
“Who would you expect to select men for such a dangerous
mission? The council? You?”

“No, no, of course not.” He gestured ofthandedly. “It was
clearly First Wizard Baraccus’s responsibility to select the
men who would go.”

“Then what is your point?”

He smiled down at her. That smile might have been on his
lips, but it was not in his eyes.

“My point,” Lothain finally said, “is that he selected men
who failed.”

Hard as she could, Magda slapped the man across his face.
The six council members gasped as they drew back. Her hand
probably stung more than Lothain’s solid face, but she didn’t
care. The sound of the slap seemed to hang in the air for a
moment before fading

Lothain dismissed the slap with a polite bow of his head.
“Please accept my apology if it sounded like I was making an



accusation.”

“If it was not an accusation, then what was it?”’

“I amsimply tryingto get to the truth.”

“The truth? The truth is,” she growled, “that while you
were in the underworld, attempting to gain entrance into the
Temple, the moon each night and each night since turned red
in a warning, the most serious warning possible from the
Temple, that there is some sort of grave trouble—"’

He cut her off, dismissing the issue with a flick of his
hand. “The appearance of repeated red moons was probably
because of the damage done by the Temple team.”

“And when you returned, after failing in your attempt to
undo that damage, the First Wizard had the terrible duty to
select a volunteer to answer the Temple’s nightly call of a red
moon. And when the first man failed to return, the First
Wizard had to send another, more experienced wizard, and
when that one failed to return, he had the grim duty to select
yet another, even more skilled man, all of them friends and
close associates.

“I stood beside him at the rampart each night as he stared
off at the red moon, inconsolable, as one friend after another
failed to return from the underworld. Inconsolable that he had



sent valuable men, his friends, men who were husbands and
fathers, to their death.

“Finally, when no one else had succeeded, my husband
undertook the journey himself, and in the end paid for it with
his life.”

Lothain let the ringing silence go on for a moment before
speaking softly. “Actually, he did not pay for it with his life.
He took his own life after returning,”

Magda glared at him. “What is your point?”

Lothain tapped his fingertips together for a moment as he
studied her wet eyes. “My point, Lady Searus, is that he
took his own life before we learned what had happened on his
journey to the Temple of the Winds. Perhaps you can tell
us?” He cocked his head. “Did he make it in?”

“I don’t know,” Magda said. But she did know. Baraccus
had told her that he had, and told her a lot more. “I was his
wife, not a member of the council or—>’

“Ah,” Lothain said as he tipped his head back. “His
young, exquisitely beautiful, but so very ungifted wife. Of
course. So obviously a wizard of such great ability would not
discuss matters of profound power with someone who had
none.”



Magda swallowed. “That’s right.”

“You know, I’ve always been curious. Why would . . .”
His frown returned as his black eyes again fixed on her.
“Well, why would a man of such extraordinary ability, a
gifted war wizard, a man whose talents included everything
from combat to prophecy, why would a man like that marry
a woman who had no ability at all? [ mean, other than . . .” He
let his gaze wander down her body.

He was fishing, accusing her of being nothing but a pretty
bauble, the shallow possession of a powerful man. Prosecutor
Lothain was making the bold charge that she was simply
sexual entertainment and nothing more—tepeating what
contemptible gossip took for granted—in at attempt to get
her to admit that she was indeed more, and that she knew
more, than would the mere attractive status symbol of an
older man.

Magda didn’t take the bait. She didn’t want to trust this
man with anything she knew. Her instincts told her not to tell
him what she knew about Baraccus’s journey to the Temple
of the Winds.

She felt tears begin to run down her cheek and drip off her
chin.



“Because he loved me,” she whispered.

“Ah, yes, of course. Love.”

Magda was not about to explain her relationship with
Baraccus to this man. Prosecutor Lothain was too cynical to
begin to understand what she and Baraccus had meant to each
other. Lothain saw her the way so many men saw her, as an
object of desire, not as a person, the way Baraccus had seen
her.

One of the council members, a man named Sadler, stepped
forward, a scowl growing across his sagging, aged features.

“If you have an important question, then please ask it.
Otherwise I think you ought to leave the widow Searus to her
grief.”

“Very well.” Lothain clasped his hands behind his back.
“What T would like to know, is if you are aware of any
clandestine meetings that First Wizard Baraccus might have
had?”

Magda frowned at the prosecutor. “Clandestine meetings?
What do you mean? What clandestine meetings? With
whom?”

“That’s what I'm asking you. Are you aware of any
secret meetings he had with the enemy?”



Magda could feel her face go red with rage. “Get out.”

Her own voice surprised her with its calm power. He
studied her eyes a moment, then turned to leave.

“I do hope that First Wizard Baraccus was the hero so
many think he was,” he said back over his shoulder, “and not
involved in a conspiracy.”

Taking long strides, Magda closed the distance to the man.
“Are you accusing my husband of conspiring with the
enemy?”’

He turned back at the door and smiled. “Of course not. 1
merely think it strange that the men Baraccus sent to the
Temple of the Winds failed, and that he would then go
himself on such a mission when the war burns hot and he is
desperately needed here. After all, approaching enemy troops
threaten our very existence. It seems a strange priority for
him to take, don’t you think?

“And even more curious, when he returned, he rushed to
kill himself before anyone could so much as ask him if he
made it into the Temple to repair the damage.”

He held up a finger. “Oh, but wait. It just occurs to me
that with the moon still red, he must not have gotten in or it
would have returned to normal while he was still there.”” His



frown returned. “Or at least, if he did get in, he must not have
repaired the damage. After all, had he done so, the red moons
would have ceased. Now, as the red moon slowly wanes,
apparently even the Temple has given up hope.”

He was still fishing Magda said nothing,

His antagonistic smile returned. “You do see my point, I
trust. Treason is an offense that can taint even the dead. And,
of course, knowingly aiding a person committing treason is
treason as well, and would cost such a person their lovely
head.”

He started away again, but then again turned back.

“One last thing, Widow Searus. You will make yourself
available to answer questions should I deem a formal
investigation to be necessary.”

Magda trembled with rage as she glared at the man’s smile.
She didn’t give him the satisfaction of an answer before he
finally turned and left.



Chapter 4

After watching the door close, Councilman Sadler turned
back to Magda. “T must apologize, Lady Searus.”

“No need for you to apologize.” Magda arched an
eyebrow. “Unless you support Lothain’s accusations against
my husband?’

Sadness softened his expression. “Baraccus was a good
man. We all miss him. I fear that bitter sorrow over recent
events may have clouded Lothain’s better judgment.”

She glanced at the other five. Hambrook and Clay nodded
their agreement. Elder Cadell made no show of his feelings.
The gazes of the last two men, Weston and Guymer, dropped
away.

“He did not seem to me to be a man possessed by
sorrow,” she said.

The hunched elder, Cadell, gently touched the back of her
shoulder. “There is grave concern in the air, Magda.” His
hand left her shoulder to gesture past her and the other
councilmen toward the shuttered window overlooking the



city of Aydindril. “All of us stand at the brink of
annihilation. People are understandably afraid.”

Councilman Sadler let out a troubled sigh. “Added to that,
there is great confusion as to what happened with First
Wizard Baraccus. It doesn’t make sense to us, so imagine the
rumors and gossip spreading through the Keep, much less
down in the city. Everyone expected First Wizard Baraccus
to always stand with his people, to defend them, to protect
them. Many feel that he instead deserted them. They don’t
understand why. Prosecutor Lothain is merely giving voice to
suspicion and unease, merely speaking aloud what whispers
are saying”

Magda lifted her chin. “So you believe that it is proper for
Prosecutor Lothain to give voice to gossip? Do you also
believe that such talk from anonymous people who know
nothing of the true reasons behind events calls for fabricated
accusations from the head prosecutor himself and quick
beheadings in order to quell gossip and discontent? Is that
your position?”

Councilman Sadler smiled somewhat self-consciously at
the way she had framed it. “Not at all, Lady Searus. I am
merely suggesting that these are stressful times and perhaps



Prosecutor Lothain is feeling those stresses.”

Magda didn’t relent or shy from his gaze. “Since when do
we allow fears and misgivings to guide us? I thought we stood
for more. I would think that a head prosecutor, of all people,
would only be interested in his duty of seeing the truth
brought out.”

“And maybe that is exactly his purpose,” Elder Cadell
said, speaking softly in an attempt to make what was a sharp
point sound less harsh and at the same time bring the
disagreement and criticism to an end. “It is the rightful duty
of the head prosecutor to question. That is how we discover
where the truth lies. Beyond that, the man is not here to
speak to his reasons for asking the questions he asked, so it is
only right that in his absence we in turn not speculate or
fabricate accusations of our own.”

Magda had dealt with Elder Cadell for several years. He
was open-minded and fair, but she knew that when he made it
clear that he was finished hearinga point of view, he expected
it to end there. She turned away to rest a hand on the smooth,
rounded edge of the worktable and changed the subject.

“So what would be the purpose of this visit from the
council? Have you all come to discuss some of the matters I



have pending before you?”

There was a long silence. She knew, of course, that that
wasn’t the reason they were there. She turned back around to
face all the men watching her.

“Those are matters for another time,” Sadler said.

“And will T be heard when I return to the council
chambers at another time? Will the concerns of those I speak
for be heard by the council, then, when I am no longer the
wife of our First Wizard?”

Sadler’s tongue darted out to wet his lips. “It’s
complicated.”

She leveled a cutting look at the man. “Maybe to you, but
not to me.”

“We have a great many matters before us,” Councilman
Weston put in, trying to turn the issue aside.

“Our immediate concern is the need for a man to replace
First Wizard Baraccus,” Elder Cadell said. ““The war rages on.
Aydindril and the Keep itself could soon be under threat of
siege. Those matters require our full attention.”

“Alric Rahl has also just arrived from the D’Haran
Lands,” Sadler said. “That man has turned the Keep upside
down with his own urgent demands. He had been hoping to



meet with First Wizard Baraccus. Something to do with some
rather startling claims and even more startling remedies. With
your husband dead, there are an endless variety of urgent
problems that must be attended to.”

“As you can no doubt appreciate,” Councilman Guymer,
down at the end of the line, added, “we have any number of
pressing issues of rule which require our full attention for
now.”

“Ah.” Magda smiled without humor as she looked at each
man in turn. “Pressing issues. Matters of state. Great
questions of warfare and rule. You must all be terribly busy
with such work. I understand.

“So you are here, then, about one of these momentous
issues? That is what brings you out of council chambers to
see me? Vital business of state? Matters of war and peace?”

To a man, their faces turned red.

Magda strolled past the line of six. “So how may I help
with such important issues that require the council’s full
attention? Please tell me what urgent matter of state brings
you to me this particular day, the same day we all stood by
and prayed that the good spirits would take my departed
husband, our leader, our First Wizard, into their gentle arms?



Speak up, then. What urgent matter takes you away from
your vital work and brings you all up here today?”

Their expressions turned dark. They didn’t like being
mocked. At that moment, Magda didn’t much care.

“You know why we’re here,” Cadell said in an even tone.
“It is a small duty, but an important one that demonstrates
our respect for our heritage. It shows people that even in
such times, tradition still has meaning to every one of our
people, even those in high places. Sometimes, ceremony is
essential for the continued cohesion of society.”

Councilman Sadler’s bony fingers fidgeted with the sky
blue band of rank sewn on the sleeves of his black robes. “It
demonstrates to people that there is continuity of the ways
that have been handed down to us, that the customs of our
people, that the practices that govern civilization itself, still
matter and will not be abandoned.”

Magda glared at the man a moment before turning her back
on them and sitting on the chair before the table.

“Do it, then,” she said in a voice finally gone lifeless and
empty. “Carry out your critical custom. And then leave me
be.”

What did it matter anymore?



Without another word one of the men pulled out a
bloodred ribbon and handed it to her over her shoulder.
Magda held it a moment, feeling the silken material in her
fingers.

“This is not something we take pleasure in doing,” Cadell
said quietly from behind her. “T hope you can understand
that.”

“You are a good woman, and have always been a proper
wife to the First Wizard,” Sadler said, his words rambling on,
apparently in an attempt to cover his obvious discomfort.
“This is merely an upholding of custom that gives people a
sense of order. Because of your high standing as the wife of
the First Wizard, they expect us in this case, as the Central
Council, to see this done. It’s more for them, really, that they
might see that our ways endure, and thus, despite the perils
of the times, we will endure as well. Think of it as a formality
in which you play an important role.”

Magda hardly heard him. It didn’t really matter. None of
it did. An inner voice whispered promises of the loving
embrace of the good spirits awaiting her beyond the veil of
life. Her husband, too, would be there waiting for her. Those
whispers were reassuring, seductive.



She was only distantly aware of her hands gathering her
long hair together in the back and tying it tightly with the
ribbon near the base of her skull.

“Not that short,” Cadell said as his fingers gently took
hers away and slipped the ribbon down until it was just
below the tops of her shoulders. “Though you may not have
been born noble, you have proven yourself in your own right
to be a woman of some standing, and besides, you are, after
all, still the widow of the First Wizard.”

Magda sat stiff and still with her hands nested in her lap
as another man used a razor-sharp knife to slice through the
thick rope of her hair just above the ribbon.

When it was done, Cadell placed the long hank of hair, tied
just beneath the fresh cut with the red ribbon, in her lap.

“I’'m sorry, Magda,” he said, “I truly am. Please believe
that this does not change the way we feel about you.”

Magda lifted the length of brown hair and stared at it. The
hair didn’t really matter to her. What mattered was being
judged by it, or by the lack of it, rather than by what she had
made of herself. She knew that without the long hair she
would likely no longer have standing to be heard before the
council.



That was just the way it was.

What mattered most to her was that those whose causes
she brought before the council would no longer have her voice
to speak for them. That meant that there were creatures
without an advocate who very well might die out and cease to
exist.

That was what having her hair cut short meant to her, that
she no longer had the standing needed to help those she had
come not merely to respect, but to love.

Magda handed the severed hair back over her shoulder to
Elder Cadell. “Have it placed where people will see it so they
might know that order has been restored, that tradition and
customs endure.”

“As you wish, Lady Searus.”

With her place in the world now corrected, the six
councilmen finally left her alone to the gloomy room and her
bleak thoughts.



Chapter 5

Warm summer air rising up the towering outer Keep wall
and spilling over onto the rampart ruffled Magda’s shortened
hair, pulling strands around in front of her face. As she made
her way along the deserted rampart, she reached up and drew
her hair back. It felt strange, foreign, to her touch now that it
only just brushed her shoulders rather than going down to the
small of her back.

Alot of people, women mostly, paid very close attention
to the length of a woman’s hair because, while not always
absolute, length was a fairly accurate indication of their
relative social standing and thus their importance. Ingratiating
oneself to the right person could bring benefits. Crossing the
wrong person could bring trouble. Hair length was a valuable
marker.

Being the wife of the First Wizard meant wearing her hair
longer than most women. It also meant that many women
with shorter hair often fawned over her. Magda never took
such flattery seriously, but she tried to always be gracious



about it. She knew it was not her, but her position, that drew
the interest of most of them.

To Magda, having not been born noble, her long hair had
merely been a way to open doors, to get an audience and be
heard on matters important to her. She had cared about
Baraccus, not how long she was allowed to grow her hair
simply because she was married to him. While she had come
to like the look of it on her, she didn’t attach worth to that
which she had not earned.

Since her long hair had begun to be a part of her life for the
year Baraccus had courted her and the two years since she
had been married to him, she had thought that she might miss
it.

She didn’t, really. She only missed him.

Her grand wedding to Baraccus seemed forever ago. She
had been so young She still was, she supposed.

With the long hair gone, in a way it felt as if a weight had
been lifted from her shoulders in more ways than one. She no
longer had a responsibility to live up to what others expected
of her. She was herself again, her real self, not a person
defined by an artificial mark of worth.

To an extent, she also felt a sense of liberation from her



standing, from the need to act in a manner befitting her place
as others saw it. Now, she had no place, no standing, She was
in a way free of the prison of standing But none of that
mattered now, for far more important reasons than the length
of her hair.

Baraccus had given her a new life because of what they
meant to each other. Without him she had no life. Her
standing didn’t really matter in that equation.

Reaching the right spot, the spot forever burned into her
memory, Magda stepped up into the opening in the massive,
crenellated outer Keep wall. She inched out toward the edge.
Beyond the toes of her boots pecking out from under her
skirts, the dark stone of the wall dropped away for thousands
of feet. Below the foundation of the Keep, the cliff dropped
even farther to the ledges and boulders below. Feathery tufts
of clouds drifted along the cliff walls beneath her. It was a
frightening, dizzying place to stand.

Magda felt small and insignificant up on the top edge of
the towering wall. The wind at times was strong enough to
threaten to lift her from her perch. She imagined that it might
even carry her away like a leaf in the wind.

The beautiful city of Aydindril lay spread out below,



flowing across rolling hills that spilled from the foot of the
mountain. Green fields surrounded the city, and out beyond
them lay dense forests. From its place high on the mountain,
the monolithic Wizard’s Keep stood watch over the mother
city sparkling like a jewel set in that verdant carpet.

Magda could see men leading horses and wagons as they
returned from their work in the fields. Smoke rose from
chimneys all across the valley as women prepared the evening
meal for their families. Slow-moving crowds, visiting markets,
shops, or going about their work, made their way through the
tangled net of streets.

While she could see the activity, she heard none of the
hooves of the horses, the rumble of wagons, the cry of street
vendors. From this distance the lofty world up at the Keep
was silent but for the calls of birds wheeling overhead and the
sound of the wind over ramparts and around the towers.

Magda had always thought of the Keep, more than
anything as mute. Though hundreds of people lived and
worked in the enormous stone fortress, went about their
lives, raised families, were born, lived, and died there, the
Keep itself witnessed it all in brooding silence. The dark
presence of the place stoically watched centuries and lives



come and go.

These massive battlements where she stood had watched
her husband’s life end. This was the very spot where he had
stood in the last precious moments of his life.

She thought, fleetingly, that she didn’t want to follow
him, but the whispers from the back of her mind
overwhelmed those doubts. What else was there for her?

Magda looked out at the world spread out far below,
knowing that this was what he would have seen as he stood
in this very place. She tried to imagine the thoughts he must
have wrestled with in his last moments of life.

She wondered if he thought of her in those last moments,
or if some terrible, weighty matter had taken even that from
him.

She was sure that he must have been sad, heartbroken
even, that he was about to leave her, that his life was about to
be finished. It must have been agony.

Baraccus had loved life. She could not imagine him taking
his life without a powerful reason.

Still, he had. That was all that mattered now. Everything
had changed and there was no calling it back.

Her world had changed.



Her world had ended.

At the same time she felt shame for focusing so narrowly
on her own world, her own life, her own loss. With the war
raging, the world had ended for a great many people. The
wives of the men Baraccus had sent to the Temple of the
Winds still waited in silent misery, hoping their loved ones
might return. Magda knew that they never would. Baraccus
had told her so. Yet they still clung to the hope that those
men could yet come home. Other women, the wives of men
gone off to war, wailed in anguish when they received the
terrible news that their men would not be returning The
corridors of the Keep often echoed with the forlorn cries of
the women and children left behind.

Like Baraccus, Magda hated the war and the terrible toll it
took on everyone. So many had already lost their lives. So
many yet would. And still there was no end in sight. Why
couldn’t they be left in peace? Why must there always be
those seeking conquest or domination?

There were so many other women who had lost their
husbands, fathers, brothers, sons. She was not alone in such
suffering She felt the heavy weight of shame for feeling so
sorry for herself when others, too, were going through the



same agony.

Yet she could not help being smothered beneath the
whispers of her own grief.

She also felt a deep sense of guilt over those she was
abandoning, She had given voice before the council to those
who had no voice. Over the last couple of years she had
gradually become the conscience of the council, reminding
them of their duty to protect those who could not protect
themselves. The night wisps, for example, that she had seen
only days before, depended on others to speak for them and
their need to be left in peace lest their fragile lives be silenced
for good.

Because of her standing, she had often been able to go
before the council and remind them of their duty to all those
who lived in the Midlands. Sometimes, when she explained
the situation to them, they did the right thing Sometimes she
shamed them into doing the right thing Sometimes they
looked forward to her recommendations.

But without standing she could no longer be that voice
before the council. It was wrong that being married to a man
of standing in turn gave her standing, but that’s the way the
world worked.



She was proud that she had made friends of those rare and
secretive beings that few had ever seen, or ever would see.
She was grateful for all the friends she had made of far-flung
peoples of the Midlands. She had made the effort to learn
many of their languages, and because of that they had come to
trust her when they would trust no other. She was proud of
what she had been able to do to protect their peaceful,
isolated lives.

She thought that maybe she had also been able to bring
some understanding between different peoples, different
tribes and communities, and in so doing helped in some small
way to make them all feel a part of the larger Midlands.

But when her husband had ended his life, he had also
inadvertently taken away her voice before the council.

Her life no longer had a noble purpose, except to herself.

And at that moment, her own life meant nothing to her but
insufferable angnish with no end in sight. She felt as if she
was caught up in a raging torrent of sorrow.

She just wanted the hopeless agony to end.

Inner whispers urged her to end the suffering,



Chapter 6

Looking down at the frightening drop over the edge of the
wall, a drop of thousands of feet, Magda saw that the
towering wall in this section of the Keep wasn’t perfectly
vertical but actually flared out as it descended toward the
foundation within the rock face of the mountain. She realized
that when she jumped she would need to get herself some
distance out away from the wall to ensure that she cleared the
steeply angled stone skirt of the Keep or it would be a long,
gruesome fall.

Her muscles tensed at the thought of a drawn-out,
tumbling descent, repeatedly smacking the steeply angled
wall and breaking bones all along the way down. She didn’t
like the thought of that. She wanted a quick end.

She placed her hands on the stone battlements flanking the
notched opening as she leaned out farther for a better view.
She also checked back and to each side to make sure that no
one was around. Like her husband, she didn’t need to worry
much about anyone trying to stop her. Because it led to the



First Wizard’s enclave, this particular rampart was restricted,
leaving it a lonely, out-of-the-way area of the Keep. The
guards back at the access stairs that spiraled up from below
knew Magda and had offered their sincere condolences. Since
they knew her so well, they hadn’t tried to prevent her from
going up top.

Peering down the mountain, Magda tried to judge how far
out she would need to jump in order not to hit the wall on the
way down. She wanted it to be over before she had time to
feel the pain of it. The whispers promised her that if she got
out far enough, she would fall free until she finally reached
the rocks at the bottom, where it would all be over in a single
instant.

She hoped that Baraccus had been able to do the same and
that he had not suffered.

But he must have felt a different sort of suffering all the
way down: the suffering of knowing that he was leaving life
and leaving her. She knew that she, too, would have to endure
that final terror of leaving life behind.

But it would end quickly enough and then she hoped to be
in the protective arms of the good spirits. Maybe then she
would again see Baraccus smile at her: She hoped he wouldn’t



be angry.

She wasn’t angry at him giving up his life because she
knew him well enough to know that he had to have had a
compelling reason for what he had done. She knew that a
great many people had sacrificed their lives in the war so that
others might live. Those sacrifices were made out of love for
others. She knew that Baraccus would only have given his
own life for just such a powerful reason. How could she be
angry at him for making that sacrifice? No, she couldn’t feel
anger toward him.

She felt only crushing sadness.

Magda gripped the top comers of the rough stone to each
side. Even though the sun was setting, the stone was still
warm. While the battlements were spaced quite a ways apart
for her size, they would still be useful to help push herself
off.

Not far away, out in front of her in midair, a raven rode an
updraft, its glistening black feathers ruffling in the wind as its
black eyes watched her prepare to leap.

Magda bent at the knees, readying herself for a maximum
effort to jump clear of the wall. In a daze, she felt as if she
were only watching herself. The whispers urged her on.



Her heart hammering, Magda took a deep breath, crouched
down even more, and started rocking back and forth, swinging
farther out each time, standing crouching, standing
crouching, back and forth, farther out over the edge of the
wall, farther out toward the drop that would take her pain
away, buildingup speed for the final, big push.

In a swelling moment of doubt, she heard a voice within
whisper for her not to think, but to simply do it.

As she swung herself out past the wall on the last rocking
arc before the great leap, she realized in a single, crystal-clear
instant the true enormity of what she was doing

She was ending her life, ending it forever, ending it for all
time. Everything that she was would be no more.

The voice became more insistent, telling her not to think,
telling her to end her misery once and for all.

She was struck by how odd that seemed. How could she
not think? Thinking was critical to any important decision.

In that icy flash of comprehension, in spite of the
whispers, she realized just how terrible a mistake she was
making

It was as if; since learning of her husband’s death, she had
been carried along in a raging river of emotions, urged onward



by an inner voice pressing her toward the only thing that
seemed like it could make the agony stop. She realized only
now that she hadn’t thought it through, she had simply
allowed herself to be swept along toward the spot where she
now stood.

She was making no loving sacrifice. She was not trading
her life for something she believed in, offeringit for something
of value as she knew Baraccus had. She was instead throwing
it away for nothing She was giving in to weakness, nothing
more.

She was thoughtlessly rejecting all she believed in, all she
had fought for. How many times had she gone before the
council to speak for the lives of those who couldn’t speak for
themselves? How many times had she argued for the
importance of their lives, for the value of all life?

Was hers not just as important? Was her own life to be so
carelessly, so foolishly, thrown away? Was she not going to
fight for the right to her own life as she had fought for others?

She remembered telling Tilly that every life was precious.
This was her only life and, despite her crushing agony, her
life was precious to her. In her grief, she had allowed herself
to be blind to that.



As if coming out of a fog, she realized, too, that there were
things going on that didn’t make sense. There had to be more
to everything that had happened than she was seeing Why
had Baraccus killed himself? What had been his purpose?
Who was he protecting? For what had he traded his life?

She suddenly regretted thinking that she wanted to die,
regretted being up on that wall. In fact, it now seemed to her
as if she had somehow arrived at that spot in a dream.

As much as she hurt, she wanted to live.

But she was already moving too fast to stop, already
flying out toward empty space.



Chapter 7

Magda’s fingers clawed frantically at the stone to each
side, but it wasn’t enough to halt her momentum. She swept
out through the opening in the battlement toward the
terrifying drop, with a scream caught in her throat.

Just as she lost her footing going over the brink of the
stone wall, a powerful gust of wind rising up the side of the
mountain caught her body, lifting some of her weight as she
snatched at the wall to each side and helping her get herself
back to solid footing The push from the wind coming up the
mountain had been just the help she needed to stop herself
from going over the edge.

As she started to fall back toward the Keep, her left hand
came up off the wall and she wheeled that arm in the air,
trying to maintain her balance. As she toppled back, she
grabbed at the wall to the right side and caught a joint of stone
blocks. With the help of her grip on that joint, she was able to
hold on tight enough to get her balance and keep herself from
falling back off the wall. Finally solidly back on her feet, she



let out a deep, frightened sigh. She knew that it would be a
while before her galloping heart would slow.

Her head was suddenly more clear than it had been all day.

She was alive. She wanted to stay alive. She suddenly had
athousand questions and wanted the answers. She clutched at
the stone block for support so that she wouldn’t accidentally
fall, now that she knew she didn’t want to go over the side.

That was when her fingers felt something odd in the joint
between the blocks.

It wasn’t rough like the stone. Rather, it had a smooth
edge.

In the fading light, Magda frowned as she looked over at
the joint in the massive granite blocks. There, wedged
between the dark, mottled stones, was a folded piece of
paper.

She couldn’t imagine what a folded piece of paper was
doing, stuck there. It made no sense. Who would put a piece
of paper there in the joint at the edge of the wall? And why?

She leaned close, narrowing her eyes, trying to see better.
The paper looked to be wedged tightly in place. She could
only get ahold of the very edge of it with a finger and thumb.
Being careful not to tear it, she gently wiggled the folded



paper from side to side to loosen it from its hiding place.

At last she was able to work it free.

Careful not to let a gust of wind catch it and pull it from
her fingers, she stepped down off the wall onto the deserted
rampart as she unfolded the paper.

There was something written on the paper She
immediately recognized her husband’s handwriting With
trembling fingers, she held the paper close in order to read it
in the last light of the dying day.

My time has passed, Magda. Yours has not. Your destiny
is not here. Your destiny is to find truth. It will be difficult,
but have the courage to take up that calling

Look out to the rise on the valley floor below, just outside
the city to the left. There, on that rise, a palace will one day
be built. There is your destiny, not here.

Know that I believe in you. Know, too, that I will always
love you. You are a rare, fierce flower, Magda. Be strong
now, guard your mind, and live the life that only you can live.

Magda blinked the tears away and again silently read it to
herself. In her mind, she could hear her husband’s voice
speaking the words to her.

Magda brought the paper to her lips and kissed the words



written there.

She looked up from the paper, out through the opening in
the stone wall, and below saw a beautiful green rise that
overlooked the city of Aydindril. For the life of her, she could
not fathom what Baraccus meant about a palace, or about her
destiny there.

Baraccus was a wizard. Part of his talent was prophecy.
She swallowed past the lump in her throat, wondering for a
moment if what he meant was that he wanted her to go on
with her life and marry another.

She didn’t want another man. She didn’t want to marry
anyone else. She had married the man she had loved.

And now he was gone.

She read the words yet again. There was something more
to them, she knew there was. There was something more
important than a simple prophecy, or even the simple
message asking her to embrace life.

Wizards existed in a complex world all their own. They
rarely if ever made anything simple to understand. Baraccus
was no different.

There was a purpose to these carefully chosen words, a
hidden message, she knew there was. He meant for her to



know something more.

Your destiny is to find truth. It will be difficult, but have
the courage to take up that calling,

What could he possibly mean by that? What truth? What
truth was he expecting her to find? What calling did he expect
her to take up?

Her head spun with thoughts scattering in every direction.
She began to imagine all sorts of things he could have meant.
Maybe he meant the truth of what he had done at the Temple
of the Winds. Maybe the truth of why the moon had stayed
red even though he had told her that he had gotten inside.

Maybe the truth of why he had returned from the world
of the dead only to end his life.

It seemed to her, though, that there was more to the
message than any of that. There was meaning hidden with the
words. There was a reason he had not made the message clear.

Baraccus had told her in the past that foreknowledge could
taint prophecy and cause dire, unintended consequences.
Knowing a prophecy could alter how one behaved, so it was
sometimes necessary to withhold information in order for free
will to be able to let life play itself out.

Even without understanding the meaning of the note, she



knew that Baraccus was telling her as much as he could
without tainting it with what more he knew.

Magda knew that Baraccus had given her a message that
involved life and death. She grasped just how important the
message had been to him. From that, she knew that it was
perhaps even more important to her.

Magda gazed out again over a landscape growing more
dark by the moment.

She had to know what Baraccus had been trying to tell her
with his last words. She couldn’t let his effort, his sacrifice,
be in vain. She had to find out what he had really wanted her
to know.

Her life suddenly had a purpose.

Your destiny is to find truth.

She had to find out what he had meant by that.

Baraccus had reached out from the world of the dead and
given her a reason to live.

He believed in her.

She kissed his words again as she slumped to the ground
and wept at all that was lost to her, at all that she had just
gained. She wept with grief for her loss, and with the relief of
being alive.






Chapter 8

Near her rooms, in a quiet corridor softly lit by reflector
lamps hung at regular intervals on the dark wood panels to
each side, men-at-arms blocked her way. A lot of men. They
weren’t regular soldiers, nor were they the elite Home Guard.
At first, from a distance, Magda had found herself worrying
that they might be troops from the prosecutor’s office.

As head prosecutor, Lothain had his own private army,
men who took orders from and were loyal to him and him
alone. It was a privilege of his high office that no other in the
Keep enjoyed. It was argued that to be independent and
remain above outside influence, the prosecutor’s office had to
have its own guard to protect the office from coercion and
threats, and to enforce decrees against those who would
otherwise resist.

These men, though, were not dressed in the dark green
tunics of the prosecutor’s office. These were hulking men,
towering men, with bull necks, powerful shoulders, beefy
arms, and massive chests. Under their leather armor they



wore chain mail that was well used, scuffed, and discolored
by tarnish. She could smell the oil they used to help keep rust
from their mail and weapons. The whiff of slightly rancid oil
mixed disagreeably with the smell of stale sweat.

There was no mistaking that the armor these men wore
was not meant for show. The weapons they carried—swords,
knives, maces, and scarred battle-axes—likewise had the
single-minded purpose of life and death.

These grim-faced men were not the kind who marched on
a field of review or a polished patrol.

These were men who had looked death in the eye and
grinned.

Magda stood frozen, unable to reach the door to her
rooms, not knowing quite what to do. They in turn stood
silently watching her like a curiosity come into their midst,
but made no attempt to advance on her.

Before she could ask the men what they were doing there
or tell them to move out of the way, another man, long locks
of blond hair to his shoulders and dressed in layers of dark
traveling clothes and leather, stepped out from behind the
wall of men. He was just as bigas the men all around him and
likewise heavily armed, but he was a bit older, perhaps just



entering his forties. Character creases had begun to take a
permanent set.

As he moved forward through the armored soldiers he
pulled off long gauntlets and tucked them behind a broad
leather weapons belt. Two men, larger even than him or the
soldiers, stayed close behind him but a little off to each side.
Like all the others, they, too, had blond hair. Magda saw that
above their elbows the two men wore metal bands with
wicked blades jutting out, weapons for brutal, close-quarters
combat. Instead of mail, the two wore elaborately fitted
leather armor sculpted to the contours of their prodigious
muscles. On the center of their powerful chests a stylized
letter “R” was engraved into the leather breastplates.

The man with the long hair and the cutting, raptor gaze
dipped his head in a quick bow.

“Lady Searus?”

Magda glanced to the blue eyes of the guards behind his
shoulders, then back to the man who had spoken.

“That’s right.”

“I am Alric Rahl,” he said before she had a chance to ask.

“From D’Hara?”

He confirmed it with a quick nod.



“My husband has spoken highly of you.”

His cutting gaze remained fixed on her eyes. “Baraccus
was more than merely a good man. He is the one man here at
the Keep that I trusted. I am deeply grieved to hear that
we’ve lost him.”

“Not as grieved as [ am.”

His lips pressed tightly together with what looked to be
heartfelt sorrow as he nodded again and then gestured to her
door, off behind him.

“Would it be possible to speak with you privately?”

Magda glanced toward her door as the wall of men parted
to provide a corridor lined with muscle and chain mail.

Magda dipped her head. “Of course, Lord Rahl.”

While she had never met the man before, Baraccus had
spoken of him from time to time. From what she had gathered
from the things Baraccus had told others, this was not a man
to be trifled with. He looked the part of the stories she’d
heard of him. She knew from comments made by members of
the council that many didn’t think much of Alric Rahl, but
Baraccus had. He had told her that, despite his audacity, he
was aman to be trusted.

As Magda made her way toward the doors to her room,



the grim soldiers spread out to take up stations up and down
the hall.

She glanced back over her shoulder. “Are you expecting
trouble, here, in the Keep, Lord Rahl?”

“From what I’ve seen,” he said cryptically, “the Keep is
no safer than anywhere else these days.”

Magda frowned. “And what have you seen, if I may ask?”

“Three of my men have died since we recently arrived.”

Magda halted and turned back to take in his grim
expression. “Died? Here in the Keep? How?”

He hooked a thumb behind his weapons belt. “One was
found in a corridor, dead from over a hundred stab wounds.
Another died in his sleep for no reason we could find. The
third suffered a mysterious fall from a high wall.”

Magda had almost had such a fall. She still felt strangely
disoriented, as if she were only now escaping the grip of a
terrifying, otherworldly nightmare, rather than simply a grief-
stricken moment of weakness.

“Perhaps the man who was stabbed had gotten into a fight
with the wrong people over something?” she suggested.

“All three can be explained away if you try hard enough,”
he said, making it obvious that he didn’t buy the easy



explanations.

Magda worked to gather her composure as she started out
once more, making her way past the looming, silent soldiers
watching her. She didn’t like to think of the Keep as a place
where danger lurked. Yet Baraccus, too, had been troubled by
what he had thought to be suspicious deaths at the Keep.

Besides that, the Keep was, after all, the place where her
husband had died as well. The silent Keep had almost
watched her follow himto a grisly death on the rocks below.

She was beginning to grasp that there was more to her
husband’s death than it had at first appeared. It no longer
seemed a simple suicide. The note in her pocket, his last
message to her, certainly made it clear enough that there was
something more going on beneath the surface.

With all the people living and working at the Keep, and
with the war going on, to say nothing of the gifted working
with profoundly dangerous magic in an effort to create
weapons they could use to turn back the horde from the Old
World, it wasn’t exactly surprising that people at the Keep
would die. Lord Rahl’s three men were not the only
unexplained deaths she’d heard about. But still, even healthy
infants died unexpectedly from time to time.



Such deaths didn’t prove that something evil was going on
within the walls of the Keep, though she knew that there
were those who believed as much. Death, though, was a part
of life. There could not be life without death always
shadowingit.

Magda unlocked the heavy doors and spread them wide in
invitation as she entered. The two big guards followed Lord
Rahl into the room, then closed the doors and took up
stations to either side, feet spread, hands clasped behind their
backs.

Magda gestured toward the two men. “I thought you said
that you wanted to speak privately.”

Alric Rahl glanced back at the men and caught her
meaning, “We are speaking privately. These are my personal
bodyguards.”

“A wizard who needs muscle?”

“Magic does not ensure safety, Lady Searus. Surely your
husband must have told you as much.”

“What do you mean?”

“In a land of blind men, sight is an advantage. But when
everyone can see, your eyesight offers no special benefit.
Amongthe gifted, the ability to bend magic to your will is not



a weapon that makes you exceptional, much less invincible.
Magic can be countered by the magic others possess, so
having the gift does not in itself make one all-powerful, or
necessarily safe.”

Alric Rahl turned and cast a hand out, bringing flame to
the wicks of several lamps on nearby tables and half a dozen
candles in an iron stand. “Not to say that it doesn’t have its
uses.”

With the added light to aid him, he strolled deeper into the
quiet room, scanning the collection of books in carved walnut
bookcases standing against the wall to the right. He rested his
palm on the silver handle of a knife at his belt as he moved
down the line of shelves, pausing to gaze in at volumes
behind glass doors. He squinted a bit as he read the titles.

“What’s more,” he added as he finally straightened his
broad shoulders, “we are all flesh and blood, and a simple
knife will cut my throat the same as it would cut yours, and it
takes no magic at all to do that.”

“I see your point. Baraccus never put it in exactly those
terms, but I have heard him say similar things. He once told
me that the gift was coveted by those who didn’t have it
because they wrongly believed that it would protect them, or



that with it they could win in battle, but what they didn’t
realize was that it offered only a fluid, ever-escalating form of
checkmate. 1 guess I never realized his full meaning until I
heard you explain it.”

Alric Rahl nodded, still looking at the books. “That is the
whole issue in a nutshell: the balance of power. Even as we
speak, wizards of great skill here and in the Old World work
to come up with new forms of magic that will offer an
advantage in the war. Both sides seck ever more deadly
weapons crafted by the gift, hoping to find one that will have
no counter from the other side.

“If we succeed, we will turn the tide of war and survive. If
they succeed, we will be enslaved if not annihilated.”

A vague sense of apprehension settling into her, Magda
gazed off at her empty quarters. “Being the wife of the First
Wizard, I have often heard such worries.”

Finished perusing the books, Lord Rahl returned to stand
before her.

“That’s why I’'m here. That balance of power has shifted.
We now stand at the brink of annihilation.”



Chapter 9

“That is frightening news.” Disheartened, Magda slowly
shook her head. “But I’'m afraid that there’s not much I can
do to help you. 'mnot gifted.”

Alric Rahl paced off a few strides, seeming to consider
how to proceed. “Baraccus and 1 were working on something
together,” he finally said. “I’ve been dealing with my part of
it while he was working on a separate issue. I need to know if
he was able to accomplish his objective, but I didn’t get here
in time to speak with him.” He turmed back. “Absent
Baraccus, I'm hoping you can help me with what needs to be
done, now.”

Magda reflexively reached to pull her hair back over her
shoulder, but her hair barely brushed her shoulders, now, so
there was nothing to pull back. She let the hand drop.

“I’'m sorry, Lord Rahl, but with Baraccus lost to us I
don’t know what help I can be.”

“You know people in the inner circles of power here at
the Keep. You know who would listen. You can talk to the



council. You could help convince them to take seriously my
warnings. That would be a good start.”

“Talk to the council? The council won’t listen to me.”

“Of course they will. You’re the closest thing they have
to the word of Baraccus himself.”

“The word of Baraccus?” Magda shook her head. “I amno
longer the wife of the First Wizard, so I no longer have
standing with the council, or anywhere else for that matter.”
She held out a short strand of hair for him to see. “The men
of the council are the ones who cut my hair to make that
clearly evident to everyone.”

“Who cares about your hair? Baraccus may be dead, but
you’re still the wife to the First Wizard. His passing does not
change the fact that you knew him better than anyone, or that
you were the one he trusted. He confided in you, I know he
did—he told me so himself. He said that because you weren’t
gifted you were often the best sounding board he had.”

“Baraccus is dead.” Magda looked away from the man’s
blue eyes. “The council will soon replace him. Without
Baraccus alive, I no longer have any status. That’s why they
cut my hair.

“It’s an age-old custom among the people of the



Midlands. The length of a woman’s hair shows the world her
standing, It matters for everything here in the Midlands and
especially in the Keep. This is the seat of power for the
Midlands, so such issues of rank, influence, and power
always matter.”

He gestured impatiently. “I know about the custom. It’s
absurd. I can understand petty people paying attention to
such trivialities when deciding the seating arrangement at a
banquet, but beyond that it ceases to be useful. This is a
serious issue. What does the length of your hair have to do
with matters of life and death?”

“It has everything to do with it, here in the Midlands. I'm
no longer worthy of recognition because I was not born noble
and my husband, who when he was alive gave me standing, is
dead. That means that I’m back to where I was before I was
married to him. This isn’t by my choice, it’s just the way it
i8.”

Lord Rahl closed the distance back to her. “How do you
think you came to be the wife of First Wizard Baraccus? Do
you think that Baraccus sought out a weak, unimportant
wife?”

“Well,



“You became wife to First Wizard Baraccus because you
were the only woman who was worthy of being his wife. Are
you suggesting that Baraccus, the First Wizard, a war wizard,
would want to marry a woman who was weak? He married
you because you were a woman of strength.”

“That’s very flattering, Lord Rahl, but I’m afraid that it’s
simply not true. I was a nobody when he met me, and with
him gone I am once again a nobody.”

He looked genuinely disappointed by her words. The fire
seemed to go out of his eyes. His expression sagged.

“You were his wife, so 1 guess you would know him
better than anyone.” He shook his head with great sadness. ““I
admit to finding myself disillusioned to learn that Baraccus
was not the man I had thought him to be, that he was instead
nothing more than a rather common fool, like so many other
ordinary men.”

“A common fool? What are you talking about?”

He lifted an arm and then let it drop to his side. “He had
the wool pulled over my eyes all along, You’ve made me see
the unpleasant truth. I always thought him intelligent and
strong, but it turns out that Baraccus was simply an ordinary,
weak-minded man who like so many would marry even a



lowly woman of no standing and no worth simply because
she batted her eyes at him.

“You apparently came along in one of his weak moments,
stroked his male pride with a bit of feminine flattery, and just
that easy, you had yourself a man of standing, It’s clear now
that he must have been too insecure to think that a woman of
standing would be interested in him, so he was willing to
trade the standing you lacked in return for your affections. I
guess he wasn’t the man of character I thought he was.

“I can see now that by marrying you he was hiding his
lack of confidence with women. It’s clear now that he was
ready to settle on the first shapely woman, no matter her
standing, who swayed her becoming ass before his weak-
minded gaze.”

In a blink, Magda had the point of her knife poised
motionless a hairsbreadth from his throat.

“I will not stand here and listen to you insult a righteous
man who is not here to defend himself,” she growled.

“Apparently, my old friend Baraccus taught his nobody
wife a thing or two about using a weapon.”

“A thing or two,” she confirmed. “Tell those two that if
they take another step you will be breathing through



something other than that foul mouth of yours.”

She in fact knew far more than a thing or two about using
weapons. Baraccus had actually used his gift to aid in
teaching her a great deal about weapons. He said that as wife
to the First Wizard, she would always be a target. He wanted
her to be able to protect herself when he wasn’t around.

“I can’t believe that he ever considered you a friend. 1
think it’s high time that you were on your way back to your
D’Haran Lands. I want you and your little army gone first
thing in the morning, Do you understand me?”

A sly smile overcame the man at the point of her knife as
he signaled the two men near the doors to stand down. Magda
was surprised by his smile, but her anger kept her focused,
and kept her knife where it was.

“What’s this? A nobody, a woman not born noble, a
woman with short hair, a woman of no standing, who has the
nerve to tell me, the Lord Rahl, what I will and will not do?
What gives you the right to speak this way to the leader of
D’Hara, a man who commands the army outside your room,
and guards inside it? How dare you think that you can speak
to me in such a manner? Where do you, a woman of no
status, a nobody, get the gall to think you have such a right?”



“Such a right?’ Magda raged in fury.

But then she saw the twinkle in his eye and realized what
he was doing Her fury faltered. She suddenly felt foolish. She
couldn’t keep a shamed smile from overcoming her.

Magda bowed her head in a gesture of exaggerated respect.

“It would seem that the Lord Rahl is not so stupid as
some on the council say.”

His grin widened. “Magda, I knew Baraccus long before
you met him I've fought beside the man. I knew his
character. He would never be attracted to a weak woman. He
never cared about the length of your hair or standing when he
met you, did he?”

Magda shook her head, remembering the first time she met
him. He didn’t even look at her hair. He looked into her eyes
and asked her name.

“He cared about your character. He cared who you were.
Baraccus was a man of power. He was only attracted to
strength and temperament that could complement his. He
could have had any woman he wanted— know because
many sought him out and he always turned them away. Yet
he chose you. He chose you not because you were weak and
common, but because you were rare, and his equal in every



way that mattered.”

She smiled again, but this time in appreciation. “Thank
you for the kindest words about my husband—and me—that
I have ever heard.”

“They are true words, Magda. He chose you because you
were worthy of him. He was lucky to have you. I’ll not have
you sellingmy friend’s wife short.”

Her smile turned downhearted. “I don’t think I could
begin to tell you how much I miss him, how lost I am without
him”

“I understand. Now, let’s put this nonsense aside; we
have urgent matters that must be addressed. With Baraccus
gone, you are the only one I can tumn to for answers. This is a
time for courage and honesty if we are to have a chance.”

Magda finally lifted her chin. “What can I do to help you,
Lord Rahl?”



Chapter 10

“You must speak to the council and let them know of the
threat, make them understand how serious it is,” Alric Rahl
told her. “With Baraccus dead, it’s up to us, and we’re
running out of time.”

“What threat?”

Abit surprised, he cast her a suspicious look from under a
lowered brow. “Surely, Baraccus must have told you about
the dream walkers.”

Magda stilled. She wanted to help the man, but she didn’t
like the idea of talking about anything Baraccus had told her
in confidence. The two of them had always had an
understanding that, because of his position, the things he
discussed with her were meant to remain strictly confidential.
She never spoke about such matters without her husband
explicitly telling her that it was all right.

She remembered, then, the note in her pocket, the note
Baraccus had left for her up on the battlement. Those were
his last words to her.



Your destiny is to find truth. It will be difficult, but have
the courage to take up that calling,

It seemed clear that Baraccus meant for her to act. His
note didn’t ask her to keep silent, or to stay out of things. He
said that she must have the courage to act.

Magda realized that with Baraccus gone she needed to
trust someone. While she knew a number of the people her
husband had worked with and trusted, she never heard him
speak about his trust in anyone the way he spoke of his trust
of Alric Rahl.

“He did,” she said at last.

“Good. Tell me what you know about them, anything
Baraccus said.”

Magda took a deep breath to gather her thoughts. “Well,
when enemy gifted in the Old World not long ago created
dream walkers, Baraccus told me that such weapons, made
out of people, could mean the end of us all. He said that there
was only a small window of opportunity to act. In secret, he
worked tirelessly on the problem. In the course of that work
he discovered that the dream walkers were created through
the use of a constructed spell.”

Lord Rahl nodded. “He told me that much of it when he



traveled through the sliph to warn me about the dream
walkers.”

Magda bristled at the mention of the sliph. She hated that
creature made from a woman. The sliph took Baraccus away
from her to travel great distances in a short time. Yet one
more of the abominations created by wizards out of human
beings.

Magda reminded herself not to be so harsh. Had not
wizards created some of the things they did, all of them
would be dead by now, or worse. There were wizards who
created weapons, such as the dream walkers, to cause harm,
but there were many wizards who used their ability to create
things that saved a great many lives. The sliph, as much as
Magda didn’t like her, was one of those things.

“Baraccus and I discussed the situation and made plans as
to how we could deal with the dream walkers,” Lord Rahl
said, “but I’ve not heard what happened since. I don’t know
what Baraccus was able to accomplish, if anything That’s
one of the reasons why I'm here.”

“Well, because Baraccus understood what the spell did, he
was able to work in reverse from there to create a close
replica, even though it was not entirely functional, of what he



believed the constructed spell would have had to be like.
From that approximation, he was able to ignite an artificial
verification web. Once he had a functioning verification web,
he back-traced the spell’s unique nodes and core elements to
the men who would have created the real one.”

His brow had lifted in surprise as he listened. “That’s
quite remarkable. I didn’t know that such a thing was
possible.”

She confirmed that it was with a nod. “I saw it one night.
It was a frightening thing made of glowing lines tracing their
way through midair. Baraccus ignited the web around himself
in order to trace the nodes. I was terrified for him while he
floated motionless inside it.”

He eyed her as if seeing her in a new light. “For one not
born with the gift, you certainly have a remarkable grasp of it.
I doubt that one gifted person in a hundred would even
understand what you have just told me.” Lord Rahl rolled his
hand impatiently. “So what did Baraccus do then?”

“He had contacts with a shadowy group. I never saw
them and I don’t know who they were, but I suspected that
they might have been resistance fighters from the Old World.
He met with them in secret and sent them on a covert mission



to the Old World.”

Lord Rahl arched an eyebrow. “Did the council know
about this?”

“No one knew. The replica spell, the artificial verification
web, its ignition and node traces, the meetings in the dead of
the night with those men, no one knew any of it. Baraccus
said that with dream walkers now a reality, it would
jeopardize everything if anyone knew about any aspect of it.

“Not long ago, he came home a few hours before dawn and
told me that the men he’d sent had gotten in and killed the
team of gifted in the Old World who had constructed the
dream-walker spell. He could share his excitement with no
one but me. He was nearly in tears with relief and said that it
meant that in all likelihood such a constructed magic could
never again be brought to reality.”

Lord Rahl let out a great sigh of relief. “That was the
confirmation I’ve been hoping to hear. I can’t imagine how he
managed to pull off such a feat, but all of mankind owes
Baraccus an enormous debt of gratitude.” His frown returned.
“What about the constructed spell itself?”

Magda leaned in close and lowered her voice. “When he
came home that night, Baraccus told me that the men had not



only succeeded in killing the team that had created the dream
walkers, but they had also stolen the constructed spell and
brought it back with them. They gave it to Baraccus.”

Lord Rahl looked truly shocked. “No.”

“Yes,” she said with a firm nod. “Baraccus showed me the
small box made of bone, its sides and lid stitched together
with cords made from strips of dried human flesh. Inside was
something wrapped in buckskin. He held it out and laid back
the folds of buckskin to show me that it held a round thing
about the size of a hen’s egg It was as black as a moonless
night, like something forged in the darkest depths of the
underworld, with shadowy shapes moving across its surface.
It looked liked death itself brought into the world of life.”
Magda pressed the flats of her hands to the tense knot in her
stomach. “It seemed as if that evil thing might suck the very
light from the room.”

Pulling herself away from the memory, she looked back
up. “When Baraccus opened the spell with his gift, it ignited
into a framework, taller than he was. It was a structure of
thousands of glowing, colored lines of light all linked together
in an intricate, circular gridwork, very similar to the
verification web he had crafted before. It was both beautiful



and terrible all at the same time. Baraccus said that when it
was used for its intended purpose, it would have been opened
around the person who was to become a dream walker.”

Magda took a few steps away to stare off into the dark
end of the room. “I can’t imagine being one of the people who
stepped inside that thing to become something other than
they were born. I can’t imagine allowing yourself to become a
weapon created by magic.”

Alric Rahl watched her in silence for a moment more
before quietly urging her on to the rest of the story. “So then
he was able to deactivate it?”

“Deactivate it?” She looked back over her shoulder at his
gim gaze. “Unfortunately, no. He said that it was far too
complex to safely dismantle such a thing He said that he
didn’t even know if it was possible to deactivate it.”

Lord Rahl rubbed his chin as he considered. “So it’s here,
then?”

She shook her head. “He took the spell with him to the
Temple of the Winds so that it could be safely locked away.”

“The Temple of the Winds!” Lord Rahl let out a deep sigh
of relief. “That’s the best news I could have heard. And even
better, with the team who created it dead, those in the Old



World will not likely be making another.”

“It would appear so. Baraccus eliminated the threat, so
maybe we don’t stand on the brink of annihilation after all.”

He rested his palm on the hilt of his sword. “Did he say if
he was able to terminate the power that had already been
unleashed here, in the world of life? Was he able to eliminate
those dream walkers that had already been brought into
being?”’

Magda tapped a finger on a small side table inlaid with
silver leaves as she recalled her husband’s exact words.

“Baraccus said, ‘We will have to deal with the ones
they’ve already created, but at least they will be minting no
new dream walkers and no more will be born into the world.
That magic is now safely locked away.” Then he stared off
and under his breath added, ‘For now.””



Chapter 11

“‘For now’? What did he mean by that?”

Magda shook her head. “I don’t know. That was all he
said. He was quiet and distracted after he returned from the
Temple of the Winds. I wasn’t even sure that he had intended
for me to hear that last part of it.”

What she remembered the most was the way he had held
her for a long time, as if she were the most important thing in
the world to him. She longed for the feel of his sheltering arms
around her again. So why then, if he cared that much for her,
and there were so many pivotal issues facing them, had he
killed himself? Magda swallowed and tried to put the
memory from her mind lest she be overwhelmed by tears.

“As 1 had hoped, Baraccus once again managed to
accomplish the seemingly impossible and eliminated their
ability to create more dream walkers.” Lord Rahl regarded her
with a determined look. “Unfortunately, that doesn’t do
anything about the ones that already exist. They are easily
trouble enough to annihilate us. That element of the threat



must be countered as well.”

Magda knew the truth of that. Baraccus had told her that
after a person had been enclosed by that constructed spell,
the power from it was fused into their being, into their very
souls. They were in part the same person, but now they were
more. They became beings with powers and abilities that
others didn’t possess and couldn’t defend against.

From their name, Magda had at first thought that they
were able to steal into a person’s dreams while they slept,
but Baraccus had explained that it was more sinister than
that. They actually slipped into the infinitesimal empty
spaces between thoughts, like water seeping into the voids of
asponge. It wasn’t that they used dreams to enter a person’s
mind, it was more like they became the victim’s real-life
nightmare.

Magda paced a few steps away, thinking, worrying She
hadn’t wanted to press her husband for details when he had
returned. She had been so thankful that he had come back
safely to her that she had just wanted to hold him.

She turned back. “Can a dream walker invade anyone’s
mind?”

“Technically, yes, however entering a person’s mind is



profoundly difficult, so, to help them, dream walkers use the
victim’s gift. In essence, they seize control of a person’s own
magic and turn it against them. Where dream walkers are
concerned, having the gift is a dangerous liability.”

“What about the ungifted, like me?”

“It’s much more difficult for dream walkers to get into the
mind of an ungifted person and even more difficult yet to
control them. Not that it can’t be done, but it requires great
effort. The real question is why would they want to? After
all, dream walkers were created as weapons, so they would be
expected to seck out high-value targets. That implies the
gifted.”

“That makes sense,” Magda said as she tried to put the
pieces of what she knew together with what she was learning,
“But the person would be aware of it, wouldn’t they? They
would know the dream walker had invaded their thoughts.”

“No, not necessarily. A dream walker can be in your
mind, watching, listening, and unless they want you to know,
you would be completely unaware of their presence. Once
there, without you ever realizing it, the dream walker not
only has access to all your thoughts, he can also overhear
anything you hear—plans, defenses, names, anything that



might be useful to the enemy.

“But if he wishes to, a dream walker can make his
presence known and force you to do anything or use you for
any purpose he chooses. He can, for instance, use you to
help him identify other important targets. You would be
helpless to stop yourself.

“A dream walker often uses a seemingly harmless
individual as an extension of himself, as a tool—in other
words, as a surrogate assassin. People who are gentle or even
timid offer a perfect cover. If he wants, a dream walker can
force even such a person to assassinate their closest friend or
aloved one.

“A dream walker’s control is absolute. He can remain
hidden and you won’t even know he’s there, or be an
insidious presence, whispering suggestions that you interpret
as your own thoughts. If he wishes it he can make his
presence all too clear by exerting complete control over your
actions, or, as I’ve seen with my own eyes, give pain beyond

Magda folded her arms as she paced, her alarm growing by
the moment. As she walked past them, she cast a suspicious
look at the two towering, silent guards standing with their



broad backs to the doors. Their eyes rarely left her. For all
she knew, a dream walker could be in their minds.

“Then they could be here in the Keep already. They could
already know all our defenses, all our plans.” She tapped her
temple. “For all we know, they could be in our minds right
now, listening, watching, waiting to pounce.”

Lord Rahl’s brow twisted with doubt. “I don’t think so.
Dream walkers are newly created weapons. They haven’t had
those abilities for very long, Imagine how difficult it would be
for someone newly turned into a dream walker to learn to
accomplish anything useful.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, if you right now had the power to enter the mind
of the enemy down in the Old World, how would you pick a
useful person? Even if you knew the name of a target, if you
weren’t looking right at them how would you find that one
person out of all the millions of minds down there? How
would you know who to look for, or where they might be?
How would you search for the one mind you wanted? If you
were trying to target enemy officials, how would you even
know who they were? How would you identify them and
then find them? Where would you look?”



He shook his head. “It can’t be easy to establish the right
links. T have no doubt that they will soon enough be able to
spread like a wildfire through our ranks—and through the
Keep—but if we’re lucky we still have a bit of time.”

“Time? Time for what? Dear spirits,” Magda said as she
lifted her arms in frustration, “we’re helpless against them.
What good is a bit of time going to do us? We really do stand
at the brink of annihilation.”

“Not entirely,” Lord Rahl said. “Baraccus’s task was to
eliminate the source of the dream walkers. My part in this
was to create a counter for the ones who already exist.”

“But without a dream walker how will you know how
their power functions, or be sure what they’re capable of?
For that matter, how can you know for certain that any
counter you create really works?”

At that moment, at seeing the look that came into his
eyes, Magda for the first time fully understood why this man
was so feared. There was terrible resolve there, and terrible
conviction.

“Because,” he said, “we captured one.”

Magda was stunned into silence for a moment. “You
actually captured a dream walker?” she finally asked. “Are



you sure?”

“Absolutely sure.”

“How do you know he’s really a dream walker?”

“There is no mistaking them. Looking into their eyes is
like looking into a nightmare. Their eyes are entirely black,
black like that evil thing you described that Baraccus showed
you and then took with him to lock away in the underworld.
When a dream walker looks at you, clouded shapes shift
across the inky black surface of their eyes, eyes so black that
they seem as if they might suck the sunlight out of the day
and turn the world into everlasting night.”

“I remember well the black thing Baraccus showed me.”
Magda rubbed her arms, unable to turn away from the look of
bottled fury in Lord Rahl’s eyes. “Were you able to gain his
cooperation, or learn anything useful from him?”

The knuckles of his fists were white. “He killed a lot of
my people, people I loved, and he forced me to kill some of
those innocent people he possessed lest he kill me by their
hand. He caused us a great deal of trouble, but in the end I
was able to use him to unlock the secrets of their power.”

Magda didn’t ask how he had gained the dream walker’s
cooperation. It was wartime. They were in a struggle for their



very existence. Every day lives were being lost in that
struggle. Countless more innocent lives were at stake. From
what she had heard, if there was one thing the D’Harans were
good at, it was knowing how to make people tell what they
knew.

“I had to devote a great many resources to the task,” he
said, “but it was necessary and the results were worth it. I
finally created a counter to block their ability.”

Magda wasn’t sure that she had heard him correctly. She
took a step closer. ““You mean you can actually stop them?”

Lord Rahl nodded. “I was able to construct a very
complex spell that I actually propagated within myself. That
magic is now part of who I am, a part of every fiber of my
being In a way, I, too, have become more than I was before,
much like the weapons we create out of people. That new
ability now completely shields my mind from the dream
walkers.”

She gripped his forearm. ““You’re certain?”’

“Yes. I tested it on our dream walker.”

“But how can you be certain that he wasn’t pretending
that he couldn’t enter your mind?”

He arched an eyebrow. “With what was being done to him



at the time, and for as long as it was being done, I promise
you, if he could have gotten into my mind to stop me, he
would have.”

“So the magic you created is our salvation, then.”

“Yes and no.”

She felt her hopes yet again slipping away. “What do you
mean?”’

“I was able to create a counter to the dream walkers, and it
works perfectly. The problem was that it only worked for
me. I tried but I can’t re-create a similar ability in others. It’s
apower specific to me, to my inherent nature.”

Magda’s heart sank. ““So the rest of us are to remain at the
mercy of the dream walkers.”

“Not exactly. I finally succeeded in creating a way to
protect other people as well. Part of the ever-escalating
balance of power I spoke of before. Those in the Old World
may have gotten a temporary advantage with the dream
walkers, but T created a counter for them—and I now have a
way for that counter to protect others as well. I can check the
enemy’s plans.”

Magda eyed him suspiciously. “What’s the problem,
then?”



“The Central Council. Most of the D’Haran Lands have
accepted the solution I’ve created and are now safe from the
dream walkers. We need the council to help us implement the
same protection here. That’s why I need you to speak with
them. I’ve already tried to convince them of the danger we’re
in and the necessity of my solution, but without Baraccus to
lend his support they won’t listen to me.”

Magda pressed her fingers to her forehead, frustrated that
he still thought she could somehow tell the council what to
do. “If they won’t listen to the Lord Rahl, the leader of the
D’Haran Lands, they certainly aren’t goingto listen to me.”

“They’ve listened to your arguments for several years and
know that your appeals are always important and well
reasoned. They’re used to having you speak before them.
They’ve often gone along with your proposals. On the other
hand, they’ve always been suspicious of me and aren’t
inclined to listen with a open mind to anythingI say.”

“Lord Rahl, I wish it was otherwise, but I don’t think—’

“If they won’t listen to you now about something this
important, and they don’t do what is needed, then the people
of the Midlands will have no way to guard their minds.”

Magda paused, struck by those words.



They were close to the same words in the note.

Be strong now, guard your mind . . .

She wondered if that could possibly be what Baraccus had
meant. She wondered if he had been trying to tell her about
the dream walkers. But how could that have been what he
meant?

She felt an icy sense of unease as she remembered, then,
the whispers in her mind urging her to jump off the wall.

Was it possible?

Dread welled up inside her. “What do people have to do
to be protected? What solution have you created?”

“With the spell I forged, the spell that is now part of my
being, I'm immune to dream walkers entering my mind. But
like T said, T can’t create that same counter within other
people. I tried, but it isn’t possible. So I instead created a
way to link others to my protective magic. That link shields
them from dream walkers entering their mind the same as I am
protected.”

“Are you sure? How is such a thing even possible?”

“Everyone, even those like you who are ungifted, has a
spark of the gift within them. That living spark enables
everyone to interact with magic, even if they can’t create it



themselves. Through that flicker of the gift, anyone who
accepts me as their ruler becomes my subject and they are
thus linked to me. We become bonded. Them to me, and me
to them. I become their magic against magic—he gestured
toward the two men watching from their position at the door
—*‘and they in turn protect me.”

Magda blinked. “Do you mean to say that to be protected
from dream walkers, people must swear loyalty to you?”

“Yes and no. Sincere belief in my sovereignty over them is
actually the link that powers the bond. In reality that’s all
that’s needed. Swearing loyalty, though, helps a lot of
hesitant minds fully commit.”

“How can simply swearing loyalty possibly accomplish
such a thingas powering this link to your ability ?””

“It’s not the swearing of loyalty that’s the real secret of
it. It’s the realization—the conviction—that they are my
subjects and I their sovereign ruler that actually powers the
spark of their gift to link to my magic. It has to be sincere in
order to connect them with the spell I carry within me. They
don’t have to like it, but they have to accept the fact that I
am their ruler.”

“I just don’t understand—"



“That’s always the problem, and we don’t have time to
try to make people understand the nuanced intricacies of
conjured links to constructed spells.” He gestured irritably.
“It’s complicated and hard to explain to people, even the
gifted, even wizards. Fortunately, I’ve found that an oath
serves to bring about acceptance, ignites the link, and forges
the bond.”

“An oath?”

“Yes. All that is really necessary for the bond to work is
the person’s solemn acceptance of my authority over them.
But, like I say, the oath is a great deal simpler and works in
most cases. It’s nearly infallible if fear is a component—fear
of dream walkers, or even fear of me. Fear triggers need, need
powers sincerity. Sincerity is the required element.

“Once established, the bond becomes a kind of conduit,
through the spark of the gift, that draws upon the constructed
protection I have within me to protect them as well. I worked
long and hard to create an oath that fires the forge of that
living link within the supplicant.”

Magda stared up at the man. “And what is this oath?”

“To be protected, people must swear as follows. Master
Rahl guide us. Master Rahl teach us. Master Rahl protect us.



In your light we thrive. In your mercy we are sheltered. In
your wisdom we are humbled. We live only to serve. Our
lives are yours.”

Magda was stunned. “And you expect people to swear
this oath to you?”

“I'm trying to save their lives, Magda.” He gestured
dismissively. “But calling it an oath does motivate some
people to refuse, so I instead call it a devotion. Softens it a
bit. I find that it works with near certitude if it is delivered
from a kneeling position, bent forward at the waist, forehead
to the floor. Something about kneeling and swearing loyalty
helps build fear and makes it real to the supplicant.”

No wonder the council had rejected Lord Rahl’s plan.

He was asking them to help him rule the entire New
World.



Chapter 12

From the things her husband had told her i
the past and from what she had learned from
Alric Rahl, Magda was coming to fully grasp the
mortal danger they were in. It was only a matter
of time until the dream walkers learned to use
therr abilities to find their way mto the minds of
those in the Wizard’s Keep. If something wasn’t
done to protect people, such an event would be
the begmnning of the end.

Not only was the Keep the seat of power in
the Midlands, it was in many ways also its heart
and soul. The council lived and worked there, but
so did representatives from various lands along
with military officers, administrators, and officials



of every sort. Perhaps even more important,
while vast armies along with gifted support
clashed m the ficld, some of their most brilliant
wizards lived at the Keep, working on everything
from counters to the weapons being created in
the Old World to new weapons of their own.

Those gifted down m the lower reaches of
the Keep worked day and night, many in secret,
on things that Baraccus rarely talkked about.
Magda remembered Tilly’s chilling gossip about
some of the projects. Whie Magda didn’t
necessarily believe everything Tilly said, she
knew that it likely wasn’t far off the mark.

If the council didn’t go along with Alric
Rahl’s plan, and the gifted didn’t come up with a
counter of their own, the New World would be
lost.

But on the other hand, it meant making Alric



Rahl more than a mere king, It meant making hirr
the ruler of the entre New World. It meant
allowing him to create an empire and make
himself its ruler.

Even if Magda could mfluence the council,
would she want to be a part of such a thing?
Would Baraccus have wanted her to?

She remembered, then, being up on the wall
earlier that same day, seemingly n a fog
preparing to throw herself to her death. Even
though it had only been hours ago, it was
beginning to feel more like a dream in the dir
past.

Had she really been serious? Had she
really, in her heart, wanted to die? To kill herself?
Of course she was still heartbroken and the
future still seemed bleak, but not in quite the
same way.



She remembered the whispers urging her to
jump.

Was it possible?

Ifit was true . . .

Her mouth felt as dry as dust.

“I see what you mean, Lord Rahl.” Magda
laced her fingers together as she paced off a few
steps, trying to come to grips with the enormity of
everythng that had happened. In the last few
days her lift had been turned upside down.
Everything had changed. Despite the uncertainty
of the war, her husband had been her securtty.
Now, there was no more security. Now, she had
only herselfto rely on.

“Then you must act,” Alric Rahl said. “You
nust do your best to convince the council to help
me protect the Midlands from the dreanr
walkers.”



Magda, staring off into the dark end of the
room where the glow of the candlelight hardly
penetrated, finally turned back. She looked up at
his grim concern.

“Youre right. I don’t know if I can
convince them to listen to me, but [ have to try. |
nust find a way to get the council to go along.
We have truth on our side. Maybe I can make
them see that and make them see that they must
act for the good of'us all.”

He let out a deep sigh as he nodded.
“Thank you, Magda. Let us hope that you can
convince the council. It may be our only chance.”

But then pain slammed nto her so abruptly,
so unexpectedly, so violently that it took her
breath.

Magda’s muscles locked stiff as the searing
pain ignited in her head. It felt as if half a dozen



hot needles were all at the same time being thrust
into her ears, through her temples, and up into the
base of her skull

A razor-sharp spike of pain lanced into the
nerves just below her ears as if yet more of the
searing-hot needles were being thrust in right
behind her jaw on either side. Her eyes watered
and her mouth opened wide, but she couldn’t
make a scream. She couldn’t draw a breath. The
weight of the terrible agony locked her muscles
rigid.

Lord Rahl frowned. “Magda?”

She could see the puzzed concern on his
face, but she couldn’t speak to tell him what was
happening. She wanted to scream, but she
couldn’t do that, either. Mostly, she wanted to
somehow make the unexpected, savage pain
stop.



She couldn’t endure it for another moment.
As much as she wanted to live, she welcomed
death if only it would bring her release.

In that helpless, desolate instant, she knew.

The nitial violence of the pain unexpectedly
eased up just a bit. She didn’t know if it was a
depraved game, or if the crushng hurt was going
to ram back in at her again with even more force.
In that brief break, Magda gasped a breath.

Before she could cry out, the pain slammed
mto her again, but with immensely more force
than the first time. She hadn’t thought it possible
for it to hurt more, but it did. The startling power
of it left her senseless.

Staggered, she began to lose her awareness
of where she was. Her skull felt as if it were
being slowly crushed.

A powerful blow came out of nowhere like



a bolt of lightning, striking her n the middle,
doubling her over. Her muscles straned agamnst a
force squeezing her chest. She heard snapping
and felt her ribs break, sending yet another kind
of pain ripping through her.

In mnsufferable torment, her eyes wide, she
saw Lord Rahl rushing toward her, yet his
movements seemed impossibly slow. He almost
looked to be a statue, unable to make any
headway. At the slow, dreamlike rate at which he
appeared to be moving, she didn’t think he
would reach her before she was dead.

She felt something warm and wet running
from her ears and down along her jaw. She saw
bright blood splattering on the stone floor under
her.

Magda dropped heavily to her knees.

Her vision narrowed to a dark tunnel



Everything seemed far away. She thought she
heard voices but she couldn’t make them out
over the piercing, pamnful, high-pitched noise she
was hearing,

Just at the dark edge of her restricted
vision, she saw Lord Rahl’s two big guards draw
ther swords as they, too, started toward her.
She knew that they now saw her as a threat.

The blood running from her ears and
dripping from her chin merged mto a wet, red
pool on the floor beneath her. She could feel the
wet warmth soaking her knees and dress.

Through the stunning torment, through the
paralyzing pain spiking down through her head
and ripping up through her abdomen, Magda,
like the guards, realized what was happening. As
disoriented as she was, she was all too aware of
the alien presence roarng out from the dark



corners of her mind.

If the thing within didn’t kill her, the guards
surely would. Magda recognized that she had
only precious moments to live.

With that awareness, she realized how
desperately she didn’t want to die. Despite how
nmuch she wanted the pain to stop, she didn’t
want to die. She had never felt so strongly about
wanting to live. But she could feel herself slipping
ever closer to the dark rim of the underworld.

Magda remembered then her husband’s last
words on the note in her pocket.

Be strong now, guard your mind, and live
the life that only you can live.

Lord Rahl was right there, right before her,
his boots in her blood. He was leaning down, his
hands on her shoulders as he yelled something,

She couldn’t hear him She could hear only



the ripping howl of pain in her ears.

Magda clutched Lord Rahl’s pant legs in
her fists as the pamn darkened her vision,
threatening to blnd her. She knew that n brief
moments she would not only lose her vision, she
would lose consciousness. She knew that she
had only those brief seconds before everything
was lost to her.

She could hear Alric Rahl above her yelling
urgently, but she couldn’t make out the distant
words. She could feel his powerful fingers
grasping her shoulders as he leaned over her.

She knew that this was her only chance.

But she didn’t know if she could summon
the strength.

“Master Rahl . . .” she managed in a hoarse
voice. Blood dripped from her lips. She could
taste it in her mouth.



Terror tightened her throat. Her heartbeats
came weaker and weaker. She knew that she
was about to die. She could feel the glimmer of
lie itself slipping away. It seemed too much effort
to hold on to it.

It was even too much effort to draw another
breath.

Some part of her, though, desperately
didn’t want to surrender to the lure of release.

Magda summoned all her remaming strength
and gasped in a last breath.

With her lungs filled by that last gasp at life,
she forced herself on in a desperate rush, giving
herself over to the words, giving herself over to
their meaning,

“Master Rahl guide us. Master Rahl teach
us. Master Rahl protect us. In your light we
thrive. In your mercy we are sheltered. In your



wisdom we are humbled.” She put her heart and
soul into the words. “We live only to serve. Our
lives are yours.”

Darkness passed through her, shadowing
her soul. She thought that it must be too late.

But then the pain abruptly lost its hold on
her.

Magda, panting i relief as the full force of
crushing torment released her, crumpled to the
ground, weeping in lingering agony and sweet
gratitude for Baraccus’s words of guard your
mind.

They had just saved her life.

Baraccus had just saved her life.

Lord Rahl had just saved her life.



Chapter 13

Free of'the alien presence, but still n agony,
Magda lay in a warm, velvety pool of her own
blood. The pamn in her head, still radiating nto her
ears and down through her jaw, was horrific. As
much as she hurt, though, she was profoundly
thankful that it was at least not the same kind of
agony as the crushing pain the dream walker had
been inflicting from within.

As much as she didn’t want to suffer the
pain of being touched, she didn’t have the power
to offer much resistance as Lord Rahl and his
two bodyguards gently rolled her over. She cried
out at the torture of being moved. She could feel
broken ribs grate together with each shallow



breath.

“Fasy, now,” Lord Rahl sad m a
surprisingly gentle voice as big hands caught her
weakly flailing arns. “It’s going to be all right.
You have to be still, though. Don’t try to get up.”

In a daze, Magda was only dimly aware of
where she was and what was happening. It
seemed like it all was happening to someone else
and she was only watchng it. Her whole body
throbbed in terrible pain. But even that, too, in an
odd way seemed strangely distant.

“At least that bastard is gone from her
now,” one of the big guards said.

Lord Rahl grunted his agreement before
looking down at her. “It’s going to be all right,
Magda. I’'m going to help you.”

Magda nodded. She didn’t really know
why. She had to swallow back the blood n her



mouth.

Lord Rahl leaned in closer over her. He had
the strangest look in his eyes. Magda realized,
then, that it was fear.

At seeing that look, at comprehending that it
was fear for her, she started to panic. With a firm
grip on her shoulders, he forced her back down.

“Listen to me, Magda. You need to be still
Don’t fight it. Let me do that.”

She tried to ask what he meant, but the
words came out in a jumble that even she
couldn’t understand.

He smiled just a bit. “No need to talk
anymore. You got the right words out when you
needed them” He patted her shoulder. “You’re
safe from the dream walker, now.”

Magda sagged n relief At least that
monster was gone from her mind. She had felt



that evil presence for only a brief time, but it was
something she knew she would never be able to
forget. Tears of gratitude at being free of the
dream walker ran across her cheeks. Even if she
had to endure the Ingering effects of his attack,
even if she was to die, she was at least free of his
vile presence.

“I need to get nto your mind, Magda—"

She had just escaped that very thing. She
didn’t want anyone in her mind ever again. She
didn’t want to have anyone controlling her in that
way. In a panic at the thought of it, she thrashed,
trying to escape his grip.

“Listen to me,” he said as he held both of
her wrists firmly in one of his big hands. “It will
only be to heal the damage. You're still losing a
lot of blood. I have to hurry. You have to let me
help you. Just Lie still and don’t fight me, all right?



Can you do that? Can you trust me? It will be
easier if youdo.”

This was a chance at life. This was a chance
to be pulled back from that terrifying dark void.
She had fought for her Life. She couldn’t let
herself slip beyond the veil At last, she let the
tension go from her muscles and nodded.

“Thank you, Master Rahl,” she managed
with the greatest of effort.

He offered a brief smile before putting his
hands to either side of her head. His hands
muffled the distant sounds of the world, muffled
what she only then realized was the sounds of her
own sobs.

She looked up at him, and his blue eyes
reminded her of looking up mto a blue sky. As
she stared, unable to blink, she was drawn into
that calming color. His eyes became the sky. She



felt herself falling mto that azure forever that
became sapphire that became cobalt that became
midnight blue that became simply midnight.

She felt the weight of his power press in on
her mind as the cold flood of his magic cascaded
down through her whole being.

She had been healed by Baraccus before,
but that had been for relatively minor things—a
deep cut, a twisted ankle, a crippling headache—
so she recognized the unique feel of Additive
Magic. What in those mstances had been a
trickle was now a massive icy torrent
overwhelming her with its power.

Even more, though, she felt the red-hot
touch of what she knew had to be Subtractive
Magic. She mmgmned that he was removing
residual traces of the damage done by the drearr
walker’s presence.



She gasped at the sudden, sharp, searing
heat deep mside her ears. She recoiled at the
siell of burning flesh, realizing that he must be
cauterizing the wounds to stop the bleeding.

Even though she felt lost in a strange, empty
place, she knew that she was not alone. He was
there with her, working, trying to help her. It was
something like when the dream walker had made
himself known in her mind, but at the same time it
was the opposite side of that alien presence. The
dream walker, she knew, she could feel, had
been malicious and had fully ntended harm

This, by contrast, was a benevolent
presence. Despite the pain pulling her ever
downward inside herself, she could feel that his
purpose was only to help her, only to eventually
be able to lift her pain away.

She could feel every thread of Additive



Magic stitchng through her torn nuscles and
broken ribs. It didn’t exactly hurt, but the odd
sensation made her queasy. She wanted to
squirm away, yet she knew that this was her only
chance and so she surrendered to it. The warmr
power seeping deep into her ears was equally
uncomfortable.

At the same time, she was aware of hir
trying to force her to let him lift the agony away.
Magda resisted, holding on tight. She didn’t want
anyone else, especially Master Rahl, to have to
feel the agony she felt. She clutched it tight, trying
to shield him from the full force of the suffering.

It did no good. He was stronger than she
was. With a fearful sense of concern for his
safety, she felt the pain’s grasp slipping from her.
With that mpediment liffted away, his gift was
able to twist down through her inner being, going



deeper mnto her core in order to heal her.

As she felt the last of that icy agony stripped
away, she reveled in the mercy of being free of it
and at last began to feel the warmth of his healing
magic warming her.

She hung suspended i that glowng
warmth, only distantly aware that anything else
existed but that comforting support.

Magda lost all sense of time. She didn’t
know how long she floated n that place of
serenity. It could have been mere moments, or it
could have been days. In that silent void, time
lost all meaning, In that strange nner place, time
ceased to exist.

Gently, she became aware that it had
ended.

Her eyes at last opened and the roomr
around her came mto focus. She realized that she



was lying on a couch. Lord Rahl stood over her,
his brow beaded with sweat. He looked
exhausted.

The candles on the iron stand nearby were
burned down to nubs. She knew, then, that it had
lasted most of the night.

Magda reached up and touched her ear,
letting her fingers trail down along her jaw. It
didn’t hurt anymore.

Her chest didn’t ache inside, either. She
placed her hand on her ribs, testing. They were
sound and no longer hurt.

But there was more. While she still missed
Baraccus, still hurt that he was gone, it was
different, now. The pain of losing him wasn’t so
crushing as it had been. She still grieved, still felt
the suffering of the loss, but she recognized that
the sharpest edges of that misery were now



softened just a bit.

She would always miss her husband, always
love him, but she knew, now, that she was going
to be able to go on. She had to go on.

“Thank you,” she whispered up at Lord
Rahl.

He showed her a weary smile. “1 would
suggest that you rest, but I fear that we can’t
afford the time right now.”

Magda sat up, wiping at her eyes, getting
her bearings. “Ts it still night?”

His smile widened. “It’s a new day, Magda.
Has been for a while now.”

“Then we need to get to the counci
chambers. They will be in session. I need to
convince them of the imminent danger. They must
act.”

Lord Rahl glanced down at her clothes.



“Maybe you had best get cleaned up, first.”

Magda stood, feeling remarkably steady.
She had expected to at least still feel wobbly, but
she didn’t. She felt alive. Really alive.

She looked down at her dress. Large areas
of it were soaked with blood. He was right, she
needed to change. She touched her har and
found that it, too, was matted with dried blood.
She glanced over at her reflection m a small
murror on the wall. Blood stained the sides of her
face and neck.

“T guess I do look a shocking mess. I had
better clean up, first, before we go to see the
council.”

Alric Rahl nodded as he gestured at his two
big bodyguards. “We’ll wait outside while you
change and wash up.”

Magda caught his arm as he started to turn



toward the door.

“No.”

He frowned. ‘No?”

“No. I want the council to see me like ths.
They need to see the reality of the blood that will
be shed by our people at the hands of the drearr
walkers if they refuse to listen.”

Lord Rahl smiled. “I don’t thnk that the
council has yet ever really encountered the true
resolve of Magda Searus.”

She returned a haunted smile. “They are
about to.”



Chapter 14

Magda kept her eyes straight ahead as she
marched past towering, polished black marble
columns to each side of the gallery leading
toward the council chambers. Rounded moldings
covered in gold atop the columns supported a
thick architrave carved with robed figures meant
to represent the members of the council

A gridwork of golden squares overspread
the long, vaulted ceiling Each square held a
bronze medallion with a scene of a different place
in the Midlands. Supposedly, as council members
passed through the gallery they were walking
beneath a grand display of the diversity of the
Midlands so that they would be reminded to be



mndful of all the far-fng people they
represented as they went about therr official
deliberations. In Magda’s experience, it took
more than bronze medallions to remind the
council to be mindful of all the far-flung places of
the Midlands.

Magda passed beneath a line of long red
sik banners hanging from the vaulted ceiling
They were meant to represent the blood that had
been shed n defense of the people of the
Midlands. The carpet she walked along, with the
names of battles woven along the edges, was
also red and meant to be a remmnder of the
struggles fought and the lives laid down so that
others might live.

Magda usually found passing through the
gallery to be a somber experience. On this day, it
was more somber than usual



The red banners and crimson carpet only
served to help draw attention to the blood
covering Magda. More than ever before, she felt
a connection to those who had bled in defense of
therr motherland. If the council refused to listen to
her, then a great deal more blood would be shed.

As she marched down the long carpet, men
to the sides paused in midconversation to stare
openly,. Women moved back. The drone of
talking withered to whispers and then people fell
silent as she passed, leaving a hush in her wake.

As she entered the great rotunda not far
from the council chambers, Magda saw small
clusters of people all through the enormous roon
standing around talking, no doubt discussing
matters waiting to be brought before the council
The conversation echoing around the roomr
tapered off as people watched her advance



through ther midst, trailed by the Lord Rahl of
the D’Haran Lands and his two huge
bodyguards.

Overhead, the high windows around the
lower border of the golden dome let n early-
morning sunlight to bathe the towering reddish
marble pillars around the edge of the room
harsh light. Between the columms, against the
stone wall, stood imposing statues of past
leaders.

Magda knew that one day a statue of
Baraccus would take up a place of honor in this
room leading to the Central Council.

It was a strange thought that touched her
with pride, yet at the same time served to
highlight how Baraccus was slipping nexorably
nto her past.

It wouldn’t be long before Baraccus



became a figure left to history. People would no
longer come to know him, they would only know
bits and pieces about him. She wondered if the
stories people in the future learned would bear
any resemblance to the reality she had known
with Baraccus. History, like memories
themselves, tended to become distorted with the
passing of time, or worse, corrupted with the
agendas of those writing 1.

As much as she wished it were otherwise,
Magda could do nothing to alter the past or to
bring Baraccus back. He was now in the hands
of the good spirits. Meanwhile, life went on. He
had wanted her to go on.

The great mahogany doors to the counci
chambers stood open, as they usually did. The
doors were three times her height and as thick as
her thigh, both sides carved in mtricate designs



meant to represent spells, although they were not
actually spells. As Baraccus had often told her,
drawing out real spells was dangerous. The
intention was to remind all that it was the gift that
guided them in everything,

The open doors were meant to convey a
sense of the council’s openness, but Magda
knew that it was an illusion of receptivity. Where
the council was concerned, nothing was as simple
as it seemed.

At the great doors, the guards posted to
either side, therr pikes standing perfectly upright,
saw that she didn’t mtend to stop. Ther pikes
tited as they hesitantly stepped away from their
positions onto the great seal set into the stone
before the doors.

One of the guards lifted a hand out, thinking
she needed assistance. “Lady Searus, you’re



hurt. Let me get someone to help you.”

“Thank you, but the members of the council
are the only ones who can help any of us.”

“‘I'm afraid that they’re in session,” he
warned.

“Good,” she said as she pushed his pike up
out of her way.

“Lady Searus,” the other guard said, “T'rr
afraid that the agenda is full for today and they
are not taking up any new business.”

“They are now,” she said on her way past.

The guards weren’t sure what they should
do. They knew her quite well as the wife of the
First Wizard who often spoke to the council. But
even though they knew her, they were not
accustomed to women with short hair walking in
to speak to the counci. More mmportantly,
though, she was covered in blood and they didn’t



know why. If the Keep was under attack, they
clearly needed to know about it, but then, so did
the council

Other guards mside the council chambers
started to close in to slow her until they could find
out what was going on. They took in Lord Rahl
and his two men behind her. Confused by the
sight of the First Wizard’s wife covered with
blood, to say nothing of the leader of the
D’Haran Lands accompanying her, they finally
parted, apparently thinking that stoppmng her
could potentially be more trouble than letting her
through. Not only was Lord Rahl a dignitary, but
it was the council, after all, that decided who
would speak.

Magda was glad that she had told Lord
Rahl to leave his small army waiting in the
corridors farther back and out of sight. Having a



force of armed men try to enter the council
chambers would only have complicated matters.

Once nside the big doors and past the knot
of guards, she turned back to Alric Rahl. She put
her hand on his chest to urge himto a halt.

“Why don’t you wait back here? Your
presence beside me will only make them think
that I ask this on your behalf.”

His brow creased with displeasure as he
stared off at the council on the dais in the
distance at the far end of the room. He shifted his
weight and hooked his thumbs on his belt.

His blue eyes fnally tuned down to her.
“As you wish.”

Magda offered him a brief smile before she
turned her attention to the room she had visited
many times. A runner of blue and gold carpet
leading off toward the council split the grand



room Fluted mahogany colunmns supported
soaring arches to the sides. Leaded windows
high up in the arches let n muted streamers of
sunlight. Below the windows, balcony galleries
held seating for observers. The seats were
packed, which told her that the council was not
dealing in restricted military matters.

The open floor beneath the balconies had
no windows, making it a rather dark and gloomy
place. The windows up high were meant to
represent the light of the Creator, while the
darker regions down below were a reminder of
the eternal darkness of the afterlife in the
underworld. It was a subtle reminder of the
forces of nature, life and death being the most
notable, that always had to be held n balance.

Groups of people who had come for an
audience with the council crowded the floor



farther off to each side, beneath the shadows of
the balconies. As was often the case, there were
military men i dress uniforms with clusters of
staff around them, officials m dignified robes with
color-coded bands to denote rank and position,
wizards and sorceresses in simple robes, and
aides accompanymng well-dressed, mportant
women. As in most places in the Keep, there
were even children here and there with their
parents.

The sunlight slanting n through the windows
high to the right revealed a slight haze from men
smoking pipes as well as the dust that the
constant traffic carried mnto the vast room. As she
marched down the blue and gold carpet and
through isolated patches of sunlight fromr
windows that had been designed to let the light
penetrate down to the center runner, no one



could miss Magda’s blood-soaked dress. She
knew from seeing herself in murrors that her face
and hair were quite a sight as well.

Despite the relatively hushed quiet of the
room, out in the world a war raged. Baraccus
had confided that the fighting was horrific. Men
died by the thousands in desperate battles, their
bodies torn apart n the mad rush to attack or
defend. The fury, the panic, the blood, the noise,
the desperation were said to be beyond

In contrast, the vast room where the council
went about its stately work was an ordered and
dignified place where business was conducted at
a measured pace. Panic, blood, and naked
desperation seemed very far away.

Magda knew that it was an illusion. While
everyone worked very hard to preserve the



appearance that this place was the balance to the
madness of the war, that war was on every mind.

As m the outer halls, people quietly
discussing business fell silent as they spotted
Magda marching resolutely along the long ribbon
of carpeting through the center of the chamber.
Most of these people knew her. Most of them
had seen her standing before the flames that had
consumed her husband and their beloved leader.
Many had come to her to offer ther
condolences.

Atop the dais, the council sat at a long,
ornate desk that curved around i a half circle.
Staff and assistants sat at the desk beside them
Even more sat behind. People stood in the center
of the dais, with that desk curving halfway around
them and the audience at their back, to be heard
by the council.



Magda recognized the woman standing in
that spot, speaking passionately to the council.
Her words trailed off as she looked over her
shoulder to see Magda step up behind her.

The woman first quickly took m the length
of Magda’s hair and then scowled down at her
bloody clothes. “I don’t appreciate being
nterrupted when I am addressing the council.”

“I'm talking to them now, Vivian,” Magda
said as she showed the woman a very brief smile.
“You can speak to them later.”

Vivian pulled a long lock of hair forward
over her shoulder. “What makes you think that
you can—"

“Leave,” Magda said in a voice so calm, so
quiet, so deadly that Vivian flinched.

When the woman made no move to leave,
Magda leaned even closer and spoke mn a



confidential tone that no one else could hear.

“Either you walk out now, Vivian, or you
will have to be carried out. I think you know that
I'mnot bluffing,”

At seeing the look in Magda’s eyes, Vivian
turned and dipped a quick bow to the council
before hurrying away.

A hush fell over the room

“What is the meaning of this mnterruption?” a
red-faced Councilman Weston asked. ‘“What
matter could be important enough for you to dare
to think you can mtrude i this fashion?”

Magda clasped her hands. “A matter of life
and death.”

Behind her, whispers rippled through the
room

“Life and death? What are you talking
about?” Weston demanded.



Magda met the gaze of each counciiman,
now that one of them had made the mistake of
mviting her to speak on the subject.

“The dream walkers are in the Keep.”



Chapter 15

The room erupted with noise and confusion
as everyone behind Magda started talking at
once. Some people yelled questions. Others
called out ther disbelief Yet others shouted
denunciations. Many, gripped by fear, remained
silent.

Elder Cadell, ever the arbiter of decorum in
the council chambers, held up a gnarled, arthritic
hand, calling for silence.

When the crowd quieted, Councilman
Weston went on. “Dream walkers? Here in the
Keep?” His eyes narrowed. “That’s absurd.”

Elder Cadell ignored Weston’s charge.
“Lady Searus,” he said with practiced patience,



“first of all, the council is in session and—"

“Good,” Magda said, not at all patient.
“That means I don’t have to hunt you all down.
Better that you are all gathered to hear this. Time
is short.”

Councilman Guymer shot to his feet. “You
have no standing to speak before this body much
less to mterrupt us! How dare you dismiss
someone who was speaking on important matters
and—"

“Whatever matter Vivian was wound up
about this time can wait. I told you, this is a
matter of life and death. I was just mvited by
Councilman Weston to speak. I mtend to do so.”
She arched an eyebrow. “Unless you want to
have me dragged away before I can make
known the mortal danger to our people as well as
how the council can help to protect them?”’



Assistants  shared looks. Some of the
councilmen shifted uncomfortably in their chairs.
Not all of them wanted to so publicly silence her
before she could reveal what the council could
do to help to protect people. That reluctance
gave her a window of opportunity.

Councilman Hambrook leaned back and
clasped his hands together over his ample middle.
“Dream walkers, you say?”

Guymer shot to his feet and turned his wrath
on his fellow councilman. “Hambrook, we’re not
going to be diverted from our agenda to allow
this outrageous interruption to continue!”

Magda closed the distance to the desk
three long strides, placed her hands on the
polished wood, and with a glare, leaned toward
Councilman Guymer.

“Sit down.”



Taken aback by the calm fury in her voice,
and somewhat stunned to be spoken to in such a
way, he dropped mto his chatr.

Magda straightened. “Dream walkers have
made their way into the Keep. We must—"

This time it was Weston, to her right, who
mterrupted her. “Disregarding your bursting n
here i such an insolent fashion, what makes you
thnk we would believe such a claim?”

Magda slammed the flat of her hand on the
desk before the man. The shock of the loud
smack made all of them jump. She could feel her
face going red with rage.

“Look at me! This is what a dream walker
did to me! What you see—the blood all over me
—is what your countrymen and loved ones are
going to look like before they die in unimaginable
agony! This is what is coming for all of us!”



“T amnot going to sit here and—"

“Let her speak,” Elder Cadell said with
quiet authority.

Magda bowed her head to the elder m
appreciation before collecting herself and going
on. “A dream walker entered my mind without
my being aware of it. I don’t know how long he
was hidden there. I fear to think what he
overheard while he was lurking in my mind
without my knowledge.”

“What coud he have overheard?”
Councilman Sadler asked in a suspicious tone.

“For one thing, the reason I was coming
here today: the solution to prevent the drearr
walkers from having free run of the Keep and
destroying us all. Once he heard that solution,
and knew that I was going to come here for the
council’s help in implementing it, he acted. His



mntent was to kill me so that I couldn’t speak to
you. His mtent was to keep you in the dark so
that we would all be vulnerable.”

As Magda looked at each councilman in
turn, out of the corner of her eye she could see
the crowd moving in closer so that they wouldn’t
miss what she had to say. She straightened and
stepped back to the center of the semicircle of
councilmen so that she could make sure that
everyone could hear her.

“While I don’t have any idea how long the
dream walker was hidden there m my mind,
watching, listening, his presence became all too
obvious once he decided to rip me apart from the
mnside.” She slowly shook her head as she turned
her back on the council to look out mto the
frightened eyes of all the silent people watching
her. “You cannot imagine the pain of it.”



The spectators stared m silent anxiety.

Weston broke the silence. “Do you expect
us to trust—"

“No,” she said without looking back at him
“T expect you to look with your own eyes at the
result of what was being done to me by the
dream walker who had slpped mto my mind,
here, in the Keep, where we thought we were
safe. We are not safe.” She held out the skirt of
her dress. “As 1 fell to my knees, dymng, blood
running from my ears, blood choking me, I could
feel the dream walker break each rib, one at a
time.” Some in the crowd gasped. “The pain was
beyond endurance, yet there is no way to avoid
enduring it.”

She walked slowly across the dais to be
sure that everyone out in the crowd, as well as all
those behind the desk, could get a good look at



the blood all over her. The sound of her shoes on
the wooden floor of the rostrum echoed through
the room

“The blood you see all over me,” she said,
“is the evidence of the torture he was inflicting. I
it is shocking to see, I promise you, you would
not have wanted to hear my screans as [ layn a
pool of my own blood and on the brink of
death.”

“And so I guess that the good spirits swept
in and saved you at the last moment?”
Councilman Guymer asked, bringing a smattering
of Taughter.

“No,” she calmly answered as she gazed
out at the crown. “Though I prayed they would,
the good spirits did not come to my rescue. I
saved myself.”

“And how, may I ask, did you do that,”



Sadler asked, fingers skyward, “if the drearr
walkers are in fact such fearsome beings?”

“You're right. They are fearsome. They are
also powerful. But I mvoked magic even more
powerful and as a result I was protected from the
dream walkers.”

“You are not gifted,” Guymer scoffed.

“You don’t have to be gifted to be
protected,” she said out to the crowd watching,
addressing them rather than the council. “You
nust choose, though, to accept the solution. At
the last moment before I was about to die, 1
came to understand that, and I chose to do what
was needed to save myself.

“That’s why I'm here. I want all of our
people to know that there is protection for them,
for all of them Believe me, the dream walkers
can steal mto the minds of anyone and they wil



show no mercy. But none of you need fear them
None of you needs to suffer and die.”

“And how do you know that you really are
protected?”” Guymer asked.

“If I wasn’t protected, the dream walkers
would have torn me apart where I stood so they
could prevent me from coming here to tell you
how to protect yourselves and our people from
therr abilities.”

Concerned chatter rippled through the
room. People among the onlookers shouted out
over the noise, wanting to know what was
needed to be protected from the dream walkers.

Magda let the worry build for a time before
she finally liffted her arm, pointing to the back of
the room near the great doors. Everyone turned
to look where she pomted.

“There stands Lord Rahl, the key to your



survival,” she said in a voice loud enough that all
could hear her. “He alone created a protection
that shields him from the dream walkers. That
protection constructed of magc is powerful
enough to protect anyone bonded to him.”

“Lord Rahl"” Guymer shouted. “Not that
nonsense again! Lord Rahl has already come
before us with his plans to rule the world.”

Magda tuned a glare on the man. “And
since when is toiling to protect your life and the
lives of all the other mnocent people of the
Midlands as well as the D’Haran Lands
interpreted as wanting to rule the world?”

“This is about the oath he mnsists we must
swear to him, isn’t it?”” Elder Cadell asked.

Magda spread her hands. “We are all on
the same side i this. We of the Midlands and
those of the D’Haran Lands share a common



interest as well as a common threat. Those in the
Old World want to subjugate all of the New
World. They don’t care about our nternal
boundaries. They want to rule us all. If they win,
there will be no Midlands, no D’Haran Lands.
We will all be either dead or therr slaves. This is
about our survival, not petty matters of rule.”

“Petty?” Sadler asked. “1 don’t see bowing
to the rule of Lord Rahl as petty.”

“You will thnk it petty enough,” Magda
said, “if a dream walker silently slips into your
mind and becomes your master, if he makes you
do his vile bidding. They can make you betray
those you care about, even kill people you love.
If you're lucky, that master will choose mstead to
rip you apart from the iside.”

Sadler licked his lips but didn’t speak up to

argue.



The whispers i the crowd fell silent as a
man who had been watching from the shadows at
the back of the room behind the councilmen
stepped out mto the light.

It was Prosecutor Lothamn. His menacing
gaze was fixed on Magda.



Chapter 16

Lothain’s smile looked every bit as deadly
as a skeleton’s grin. “And how do you know,
Lady Searus, that it was not really Alric Rahl’s
own magic that was in fact tearing you apart frorr
the mside, as you put it?”

“Lord Rahl’s magic?” Magda gaped at the
man. “Why would he do such a thing?”’

Lothain arched an eyebrow. The grace of
his smile, as mocking as it had been, vanished.
“Perhaps for the exact reason that brings you to
stand before us—to have you put on a show to
frighten people into going along with his scheme
to seize power and become the leader of all of
the New World.”



He stood as motionless as a rock,
challenging her to deny it.

“That is not what is happening.” Magda
wished her own voice didn’t sound so madequate
and defensive.

“Because your husband had convinced you
that Alric Rahl was to be trusted?”

Magda blinked. She didn’t want to agree
with the man, but she had to say something. She
pulled herself up straighter.

“‘My husband told me of the very real
danger from the dream walkers. As a war wizard
he knew all too well exactly what they are
capable of. Like everyone else, | have for years
admired Baraccus’s knowledge and wisdom. He
was, after all, named First Wizard because of the
respect in which he was held. As First Wizard,
he had a great deal of trust n Alric Rahl. They



were both fighting on the same side i this war.
They both have fought from the beginning to
keep all our people from being slaughtered.”

Lothain smiled just a bit, as if he had caught
her i a slip of the tongue. “It would appear by
your own admission that your husband carefully
shaped your thinking in a great many areas.” He
stroked a finger across the stubble on his chin as
he took a few slow strides toward her. “Are you
saying, then, that your husband was all along a
secret party to Alric Rahl’s plot to rule the New
World? Perhaps that was the reason for your
husband’s secret dealings and covert midnight
meetings with strangers?”

Magda’s hands fisted at her sides. This time
she had no trouble bringng power to her voice.

“My husband has from the beginning fought
this long war for no reason other than to protect



us all.”

“This long war that we are losing,”

“Your accusations are as insulting as they
are groundless.”

Lothain bowed his head. “Your loyalty to
your husband is admirable, Lady Searus. But it is
to be expected.”

“This is all quite beside the point,” Elder
Cadell said. “Motives aside, we have been
through all of this before quite exhaustively and
the end we made our decision to decline Lord
Rahl’s offer.”

Magda closed the distance to the elder
sitting at the mmposing center of the council’s
desk. “But things have changed. There is no time
to waste. The dream walkers are here, now, in
the Keep.”

“No one is doubting that you may i fact



believe that,” Prosecutor Lothan said from
behind her. “However, even though there may be
those who are inclined to trust your sincerity i
what you believe, it is the truth of that belief that
is in question. Dream walkers will no doubt pose
a threat at some point in the future but when they
do I would expect that they will come after
important targets.”

Magda rounded on the prosecutor and held
out her bloodstained arms. “They came after
me!”

Lothain smiled dismissively. “At such a
great distance from down in the Old World, how
would a dream walker know of you, or find you,
and more to the point, why would they bother
with you? But Alric Rahl was n the Keep, right
there in the room with you, and he had motive
enough to want to make you believe it was a



dream walker who was attacking you.”

“That’s absurd,” she said. “The dream
walkers are real and a threat.”

“Of course they are,” Elder Cadell said.
“But in any event, we have decided on our own
solution to protect our people.”

“Your own solution?” Magda’s brow
twitched mto a frown as she rounded on the
elder. “Surely you don’t mean the towers?”

Councilman Weston, to the side of the
elder, leaned forward, his hand clenching into a
fist on the desk. “We don’t need to hear your
skepticism of a matter that is the council’s
concern and not a topic meant for public
discussion.”

Magda knew that, for obvious reasons, they
would of course want to keep the true nature of
the project a secret. Baraccus had never agreed



to the proposal, or to keeping the plan a secret.
He thought that if the situation was grave enough,
the idea was something that would reluctantly
have to be considered, but he thought it had to
be considered publicly Apparently others
thought so as well As a result, the tower
proposal was one of the worst-kept secrets in all
of Aydindril

“We have a solution and we are working on
it,” Elder Cadell said in his typically calm tone of
authority. “That is all that matters here.”

Shocked, Magda paused only briefly. “Do
you mean to say that you’ve actually gone ahead
with the plan? You began implementing it without
Baraccus’s knowledge?”’

“The First Wizard had his own
responsibilities; this was under our jurisdiction.”
Elder Cadell gestured, glossing over the question.



“‘Once completed, the towers will not only
protect us from the dream walkers, they will seal
away the Old World and protect us from
anything that the enemy gifted might create and
send to destroy us. The towers are not a partial
solution such as Lord Rahl proposes. They are a
complete solution that will not only protect us
from all manner of onslaughts, they will seal us off
from the Old World and end the war.”

She knew that he was making a statement
for public consumption. In so doing, he was only
revealing the virtuous aspects of a monstrous
idea.

“If it’s even possible to complete them,” she
said.

“They will be completed,” a glowering
Councilman Guymer said, dismissing the concern.

Magda was horrified. She looked back at



Elder Cadell. “But the towers would mean the
death of untold numbers of our wizards.”

“It is a price that must be paid,” he said. “It
will end the war.”

Magda was incredulous. “At what cost?
How many thousands of our best and brightest
wil you condenn to death to create your
towers?”’

Looking down at the desktop, Cadel
scratched an eyebrow. “They will be volunteers.”

“Volunteers?”

“Yes.” The elder frowned as he looked into
her eyes. “Your husband m his capacity as First
Wizard did much the same thing, did he not?
Didn’t he choose volunteers from among the
most talented of the gifted to go to the Temple of
the Winds in the underworld? When each failed
to return, he sent another, and then another.



Baraccus knew that he was likely sending those
men to therr death. The men knew it as well. It
was a risk that was judged to be necessary, and
a price that was paid willngly This is no
different, here. It is a sacrifice that our people,
including those you often advocate for, might
survive.”

Magda took a step back. “And even if the
price is willingly paid by those thousands, it will
take time before the towers can be completed.
The dream walkers are coming. We can’t afford
to wait.”

Elder Cadell’s frown began to show anger.
“Do you suppose that the towers are the only
solution we pursue? Do you think we are foolish
old men, leaving the matter to languish while our
people are in jeopardy? We have gifted who as
we speak work feverishly to find a way to shield



us from the dream walkers.”

“I’'m not saying that you are foolish, Elder
Cadell,” Magda said with a bow of her head.
“But the dream walkers are here now. What if
the giffed can’t create a shield? What if the
dream walkers cut through the ranks of those
gifted who are working on the problem in order
to prevent them from coming up with a solution?
We have a solution through Lord Rahl that
works, and it will work mmediately.”

“You claim” Lothain said. “The question
for us here remains, do you say this because you
have been duped mnto believing it, or because you
are a willing participant, a traitor plotting against
the Midlands?”

The prosecutor cocked his head, as if
mviting a confession.

“Plotting against . . . 7 Magda’s surprise



darkened mto a murderous glre. ‘1 say it
because it is the truth.”

“So you say. It remains to be determined
what Baraccus may have been up to. For all we
know, you, too, could be part of a conspiracy.
After all, you were the wife to the First Wizard,
yet you advocate surrendering our sovereignty to
Alric Rahl. And no wonder, since you now tell us
that Baraccus hiself a man who was
supposedly our noble leader, confided in you his
trust in the Lord Rahl of the D’Haran Lands over
the council of the Midlands. That does not strike
me as the kind of thing that would be said by a
woman who has always claimed to be an
advocate for those of the Midlands. It sounds to
me like a woman who advocates for D’Haran
nterests over ours.”

The crowd broke mnto a drone of



whispering. Magda thrust a finger toward the
prosecutor.

“Your twisted accusations could very well
cost uncounted thousands therr lives!”

As the echo of her voice still rang around
the room, the whispering behind her died out.

“You are avoiding the true issue before us,”
Lothain said.

“The true issue? The true issue is that you
see conspiracies lurking in every shadow, spies
hiding around every corner, traitors behind every
door. You care only about chasing mventions of
your imagination in order to advance your own
personal fame and power!”

The crowd gasped.

Magda spread her arms before hm “In
your fixation on coming up with conspiracies
designed to elevate your own status, you



deliberately ignore the bloody truth standing
before you.”

Apparently so surprised that anyone would
dare to speak to him i such a tone, much less
publicly accuse him of mnventing conspiracy
theories for personal gain, Lothain was for the
moment struck speechless.

Before he could recover and say anything,
Magda wheeled around to the crowd watching n
rapt attention.

“The dream walkers are among us,” she
said loud enough for all to hear. “These men on
the council choose to be blind to the bloody truth
before ther eyes whie the clever head
prosecutor chases phantons only he sees. If you
follow the lead of the council or Lothain’s sel-
serving gossip about conspiracies, then you risk
what I suffered. Know that without protection



you very well could die in unspeakable agony.

“As well-mtentioned as the council’s choice
may be, you are the ones who will pay the
bloody price for their mistake.”

The crowd again buzzed with anxious
chatter. Some people shouted out over the
racket, wanting to know what they could do.
Magda held up her hands, calling for order so
she could answer.

“Let the council do as they will,” she told
them “But if you wish to live, then to save your
own life go to your knees, bow forward, place
your forehead to the ground, and speak the
following devotion to the Lord Rahl:

“Master Rahl guide us. Master Rahl teach
us. Master Rahl protect us. In your light we
thrive. In your mercy we are sheltered. In your
wisdom we are humbled. We live only to serve.



Our lives are yours.

“Repeat the devotion three times to ensure
that you mvoke the link to Lord Rahl’s magic so
that your mind will be shielded from the drearr
walkers.

“Do it in secret if you don’t want to have to
explain to these men your reasons or if you fear
reprisal. Realize that it does not make you a
traitor to the Midlands to swear your allegiance
to the Lord Rahl; rather it makes you loyal to
your own life.

“Lord Rahl is not an enemy of the
Midlands, he is a fighter for all of those n the
New World. We are all one. We are all fighting
for the right to live, the right to be free from
bloody tyranny.

“You cannot help the Midlands if you are
dead.” Magda thrust an angry fist high. “Choose



to live! Swear your loyalty to Lord Rahl and you
will be protected from the dream walkers!”

Magda saw the council frantically signaling
for the guards to lead her fiom the counci
chambers.

Before they could come to escort her out,
she lified her chin and marched toward the
doors. The crowd parted, fallng back out of her
way as if she were someone of power and
authority.

Some whispered their thanks as she passed.

Magda kept her eyes straight ahead and her
expression blank, not showing her emotions as
she made her way toward the great doors.



Chapter 17

Magda spotted the stony Lord Rahl
standing just outside the great doors watching her
long march out of the council chambers. His two
grim bodyguards waited not far behind him
Glancing back over her shoulder as she passed
the massive, mahogany doors, Magda saw the
council guard who had been followng after her
slow to a halt when they were sure that she was
indeed leaving and looked to have no mtention of
returning,

Far off across the rotunda Magda saw Lord
Rahl’s small army standing ready to draw
weapons and defend him if there was trouble.
She realized that they would not be n a good



mood after word of all the angry charges and
accusations that had been leveled agamnst Lord
Rahl reached them As far as the soldiers were
concerned, they must believe that they were in a
potentially hostile place. What’s more, three of
them had already died mysterious deaths since
arriving at the Keep. At a signal from Lord Rahl,
though, their hands eased off their weapons.
Back mnside the council chambers, despite
the calls for order, thngs were not returning to
normal. The crowd didn’t want to go on with the
agenda. They wanted answers to pomted
questions about the threat from dream walkers.
Magda hoped that the council would think it
over and see the wisdom in using Lord Rahl’s
solution to shielding people from the threat. In her
experience, it was often the case that upon
further reflection the council saw that her



suggestions made sense. She hoped that was the
case this time.

“I must apologize, Lady Searus,” Alric Rahl
said with a deep bow. ‘T was terribly wrong.”

“Wrong about what?” Magda asked, her
own temper still burning hot as she started out
once again.

As he fell m beside her, he gestured back
through the door to the council chambers, where
a near riot was taking place. People were
shouting at the council, demanding to be heard,
demanding to know if it was true that danger was
really that close at hand.

“T must beg your forgiveness. | was wrong
and you were right.”” He leaned down toward her
a little and arched an eyebrow. ‘1 can see now
that having shorter hair has indeed lowered your
status to that of a nobody and that you are now



completely defanged.”

Magda’s fury faded in the face of his satire.
She couldn’t help but to smile. “Well, the truth is
the truth, no matter your status.”

He glanced back briefly toward the council
chambers. “Unfortunately, 1 think that speaking
the truth has made you some enemies.”

Magda’s smile faded. “I almost died twice
this day. The second time you brought me back
as [ was passing through the veil into the world of
the dead. I was nearly n the embrace of the
good spirits. I was dead but for you pulling me
back to the world of life.

“Every moment I live now is a gift. All
anyone can do is return me to that place where 1
should rightfully be. IfI am to live, then I will live
free of pretense.”

“You’re wrong that you should rightfully be



dead, Magda. You chose life and you lived. That
is the fact of the matter. We can’t live our lives
according to what might have been. We have to
live by what is. You're alive and that is what’s
important.”

To Magda, though, life without Baraccus
seemed dismal and empty. Despite the pam she
had been in, she had thought that she was about
to be with him again. Despite wanting to live, she
was in a way sorry to have been snatched back.

“You lived and you have given other people
the gift of also being able to choose to protect
themselves so they can also live,” one of Lord
Rahl’s big bodyguards said.

Alric Rahl glanced back at the man and
nodded. “The choice is now their own, not the
council’s.”

He tumed his attention back to Magda.



“But by helping people make their own choice,
you have put yourself in jeopardy. Perhaps you
should come with me back to the People’s
Palace. You will be safer there.”

With the world at war, Magda wondered if
there was such a thing as a safe place. If one
place fell, then the next would come under siege
until it, too, fell. Eventually, there would be no
safe place left to run to. Either the New World
survived together, or all of it would fall under the
swords of the mvaders.

Though he didn’t return the stares, people
watched Alric Rahl as he passed. Ther eyes
betrayed their fear of the imposing figure of Lord
Rahl, a man that few in the Keep had ever seen.
But they would have heard the stories of him

As they passed through the great rotunda,
she noticed others, back in the shadows, a



collection of worried people who glanced her
way as they talked quietly among thenselves.
She saw the silent dread in the eyes tracking her.

In that moment, she realized that while some
feared Lord Rahl, most of the others were not
watching him, they were watching her as she
passed by They were looking to her for
something, for answers, or salvation, or maybe
simply a reason to hold out hope. They weren’t
seeing her short hair. They were seeing Magda
Searus, a woman covered m blood who had
declared that it didn’t have to be.

Magda finally shook her head. “T grew up n
Aydindril. Since I married Baraccus I've lived in
the Keep. This is my home. We are at war and
my home is under threat. I have to stay and fight
for it. These are my people. I have to stay and
fight for them.



“People are accustomed to doing as the
council says. I don’t know if any will choose to
become bonded to you and your protection, but
at least I'm shielded from the dream walkers.
That means [ will be better able to fight for these
people. Maybe 1 can convince others to join i
accepting the same protection.

“Besides, the dream walkers are not the
only threat. There are things going on that don’t
make sense to me. I know that Baraccus, too,
always thought that there was something wrong
here at the Keep.”

“Lothain’s conspiracies?”

Magda pursed her lips as she considered.
“Knowing my husband I don’t think it’s that
simple. There is something terribly wrong here,
something much deeper.”

“What do you mean?”



“Well, for one thing, the Temple team was
supposed to take the most dangerous things of
magic away mto the Temple for safekeeping.
They betrayed us, supposedly to help protect
mankind from the tyranny of magic.”

“But they’ve all been caught and put to
death.”

Magda was beginning to think that whole
story was too simple, too neat and tidy. She was
beginning to wonder if they all really were
traitors.

“But how could such men turn against us?
How is mankind suffering under a tyranny of
magic? Dear spirits, they were wizards, creatures
of magic. They weren’t tyrants.

“For the Temple team itself—a hundred
men—to have been working for the enemy was
horrifying. No one, not even Baraccus, had



suspected such a thing. So if no one suspected,
do you really thnk that Lothain managed to catch
and execute every last one of the traitors?”’

“It is hard to mmagme such a widespread
conspiracy here at the Keep, and especially
among such trusted men. But I'm sure that
Lothain tortured confessions out of those men
before they were executed and would have
rounded up any others if there were any.”

“You told me that three of your men died
mysteriously since arriving here,” she reminded
him

“There is that,” he said.

“Baraccus left me a note. It was his last
words to me. He told me that my destiny is here.
He asked me to have the courage to find the
truth.”

“The truth? The truth about what?”’



Magda let out a deep sigh. “1 don’t know.”

“How do you know that the note really
meant anything specific? Maybe Baraccus,
knowing your nature, simply wanted to let you
know that you were in his heart.”

“In that note, he told me to guard my mind.”

Lord Rahl missed a step. “Guard your
mind? You mean from the dream walkers?”

She cast him a sidelong glance. “You tell
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Some of his long blond hair fell forward
over a shoulder as he looked over at her. “So
you think he also wanted you to stay here?”

“Yes. He said that my destiny is here.
Baraccus was a war wizard. He had the gift for
prophecy. I think that he knows that something
dark is going on here and he wanted me to find
it.”



Lord Rahl thought it over as they walked
past soaring marble columns supporting an
arched ceiling with scenes of great events pamnted
between the ribs of the vaulting,

“But Baraccus was a war wizard. You're,
well, you're not. What can you possibly do that
he couldn’t?”

“Try and guess how many times I’ve tried
to make sense of that very thing.”

Lord Rahl grunted his understanding of her
pomnt. “You have no idea what it is you are
supposed to look for?” he asked.

“T guess that I’'m supposed to look for the
truth.”

“But what truth?”

“Maybe the truth of why Baraccus killed
himself”

Lord Rahl considered that for a moment.



He finally gestured in frustration. “Perhaps after
venturing nto the world of the dead, he was
simply overwhelmed by the experience and lost
all hope.”

Magda again glanced over at the man.
“None of the Temple team killed thenselves after
they retuned. None of them seemed
overwhelmed. Baraccus was stronger than those
men.”

Lord Rahl clasped his hands behind his
back as he walked silently beside her, thmking it
OVer.

“Baraccus never did anything without good
reason,” he finally said.

“Exactly. I think that he had a purpose in
killing hiself: I think it must have been the only
way he could accomplish somethng profoundly
important. [ think that Baraccus sacrificed his life



for a calculated, powerful reason. I need to know
what that reason was. I think he wanted me to
look for the answer to that question.

“T have to stay and find the truth behind all
of the things that have happened. I’'m the only
one who seens to care why he killed himself 1
may be the only one who can find the answer. In
any event, Baraccus seemed to have faith that I
could. In fact, he charged me with that mission as
his last request. He said for me to live the life that
only I can live.”

As they entered the long gallery Lord Rahl
glanced up at the red banners hanging above
them “Where will you start?”

“‘I'mnot sure, yet.”

For a time he walked i silence along the
crimson carpet with the names of battles woven
into it before finally glancing over and smiling. It



was not a happy smile, but rather a sad, grir
smile.

“I understand. These people are fortunate
to have you fighting for them. But know this. You
are not the only one here who is safe from the
dream walkers.”

Magda frowned up at the man as they
passed mmense black pillars. “What do you
mean? The council rejected your help.”

He clasped his hands behind his back and
waited until they had gone by a knot of onlookers
and were out of earshot before answering.

“T expected that they might, so when I first
arrived I went to those who do the work of
protecting us—the officers and the gifted working
here—and laid out the situation. Military men
understand threat all too well and grasp the value
of an effective defense.”



“You are a devious man, Lord Rahl.”

He grinned, looking happy with himself. “1
knew better than to put all our necks i the hands
of the council. That’s why I went to a number of
important people here at the Keep, first.”

“And they’ve sworn loyalty to you?”

“Not all. But some comprehended the true
dimension of the threat and spoke the devotion
as you have.” He chuckled sofily. “Though none
of them had to bleed first.”

She smiled with embarrassment. “Baraccus
nentioned a few times that he found me
stubborn.”

“Officers Rendall and Morgan are with us,”
he said. “They command troops in and around
Aydindril. Grundwall too. He leads the Home
Guard.”

Magda nodded. ‘T know them They’re



good men. What of the gifted?”

“Since it mvolves magic, they tended to
understand the true dimensions of the threat and
therefore the wisdom of the solution. Some didn’t
take to my offer, but many did. That means we
have a fair number of allies who can go about
ther work without worry of dream walkers
subverting what they do.”

Magda sighed. “Still, not all have accepted
the protection of the bond to you. Maybe I can
help convince them.”

When they reached his big, brawny soldiers
at the far end of the great gallery, Alric Rahl
turned to face her.

“I have to be on my way. Now that I’ve
done what I can here, there are pressing matters
that I must attend to.”

Magda looked up mto his blue eyes.



“Before you go, tell me something,”

“IfT can.”

“Are the council and prosecutor right? Are
you after rule? Is power what you really care
about, what drives you? Is that why you created
the bond to work m the way it does, so that
people must swear loyalty to you? The truth,
now.”

He hooked his thumbs in his weapons belt
as he gazed down mto her eyes for a time. His
intent resolve didn’t waver.

“Know this, Lady Searus. I have agents in
the Old World as we speak. They seek out the
dream walkers. They are there to hunt down and
kill every last one of those bastards. I couldn’t
tell you before, before you were sworn to me,
because I couldn’t risk the dream walkers
learning of it. If my purpose was to rule, I would



let the dream walkers live so that people would
have to swear loyalty to me. If the men I sent
succeed in the mission I've given them, no one
will have any need of swearing loyalty to me.”

Magda smiled. “Thank you, Lord Rahl In
your wisdom I am humbled.”



Chapter 18

Holding up her small tin lantern, Magda
tried to see ahead into the blackness. She t