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                EDITORIAL REVIEW:

My dear reader—

  

Five years have now passed since the Winter War between the Outlands and Hetar. But Gaius Prospero has not given up his scheme to become emperor, and unexpected tragedy causes Lara to once again heed the pull of her destiny. Finding herself across the sea in a secret new world known as Terah, she discovers that her magical abilities grow greater with each passing day.

  

Using her newfound powers, Lara lifts an ancient curse from the men of Terah, earning its ruler's gratitude—and his deep and passionate love. Magnus Hauk has never known a woman like Lara, and his fascination leads him to venture back across the sea with her to prevent another war. There, however, the ruler of Terah learns that betrayal is an everyday commodity; nothing is exactly what it seems in beautiful, sinister Hetar. And the lovers attract the animosity of Prospero, a dangerous enemy to have. For power, dear reader, does corrupt absolutely.

  

This tale continues to unfold within the corridors of my imagination. I hope you will enjoy Lara's further adventures as she continues to seek out her true destiny. I know I am enjoying writing it for you.

  

Bertrice Small
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Coming Next Month
 Prologue

VARTAN, LORD OF THE FIACRE and head of the Outlands High Council was dead. 

Treacherously slain in his own hal  by his jealous younger brother, Adon, who coveted the

lordship. 

“Now I am the ruler over the Fiacre!” Adon boldly declared, his gaze sweeping the hal . “My

brother was a weak fool, but I am not.” 

Adon’s wife, Elin, smiled by his side, proud to have encouraged her mate to murder. 

The lady Bera, mother of the brothers, fel  to her knees cradling her firstborn, glassy-eyed with

shock as she stared at the blood staining Vartan’s tunic. She began to wail her mourning. But

Vartan’s wife, the half-faerie woman, Lara, cal ed silently to her sword. Andraste flew from its

place above the great hearth and into her waiting hand. Her fingers closed about the sword’s

hilt, and the weapon began to sing in its deep voice a song of death. 

“I am Andraste, and I drink the blood of the betrayer and his ilk!” 

Adon’s handsome head was immediately severed from his body. Elin’s quickly fol owed. Each

face wore the same stunned look of astonishment as it tumbled to the floor. Greedy and

stupid, they had believed a swift surprise attack on Vartan would quel  any opposition. For

years afterwards the Fiacre would wonder why neither Adon nor Elin had not considered what

Lara would do to avenge her mate. To protect their two children. 

But on that terrible day, as Bera’s bitter keening fil ed the air with its deep sorrow, Lara walked

from the hal , her blade, dripping blood, stil  in her hand. Andraste was now singing low of

vengeance satisfied. Suddenly al  was darkness about her. Lara stopped, able to see nothing

but shadows surrounding her. And then she heard Adon’s voice speaking to her from the

gloom. 

“Do you real y believe that by kil ing me you have stopped it? Hetar wil  come, no matter. Your

children wil  be enslaved, and the legend of the Outlands, of Vartan and Lara, wil  be

expunged, and cast into the very darkness in which you now stand frozen.” 

“I have a destiny,” Lara told the invisible voice. 

Adon laughed. “To fulfil  it you must leave your children. You must give them up to others, and

go. I do not believe you have the courage to do that, Lara, daughter of Swiftsword, widow of

Vartan. You have become soft living among the Fiacre. You are no more now than an ordinary

mortal.” 

She felt a new anger racing through her veins. “I wil  do whatever I must to protect Vartan’s son

and daughter!” she cried. 

He laughed again. “We wil  see,” he said mockingly. 

“How typical of you, Adon, to hide yourself from me in this darkness,” Lara said scornful y. But

silence greeted her words as the darkness that surrounded her began to fade away. As it did

she was fil ed with deep sadness. Lara realized that her time with the Fiacre was almost over. 


 Chapter

 1

A MAN HAD RUN from the hal  crying the terrible news. Lara walked on. The children! She had to

get to her children. Dil on, at four, was old enough to know what had happened to his father. 

The Fiacre would keep his memories of his sire alive. But her year-old daughter, Anoush, 

would not even remember Vartan. What in the name of the Celestial Actuary had possessed

Adon to commit this terrible act? She struggled to remember everything that had happened

just a short while ago. 

Liam, Vartan’s cousin and best friend, ran up to her. “What has happened?” he asked her, his

gaze going to Andraste’s bloody blade. 

“Adon kil ed Vartan,” Lara managed to answer him. “He walked up to him, smiling, his

wretched wife at his side. And then without warning or provocation he plunged a dagger into

Vartan’s heart. I suspect the tip was poisoned, for Vartan died instantly. When Adon declared

himself Lord of the Fiacre, I slew them both where they stood. I must get to the children, Liam! 

Dil on must not learn of his father’s murder from anyone but me. And you — you must now take

the lordship of the Fiacre.” 

“That is the Fiacre elders’ decision,” Liam answered her. His father had been given the

lordship when Vartan’s father had died many years back. When his father had gone to the

Celestial Actuary to settle his debts the elders had offered the lordship to him, but he had

refused it in favor of his cousin, Vartan. Liam had not wanted the responsibility of the clan, but

he knew now there was no choice. 

“You are the logical choice,” Lara said, and then she hurried on. Her children would be with

Liam’s wife, Noss. Dil on was best friends with their son, Tearlach. Entering her friend’s house

she cal ed to her. “Noss! Where are you?” 

Noss, heavy with her second child, appeared. She smiled. “Have you come for Dil on? Sit with

me a while, and have some frine. The boys are having such a good time.” Then her eyes grew

wide at the sight of Andraste. “What has happened?” She had not seen the sword bloodied

since the great Winter War, when she and Lara had fought with their men to take back the

lands of the Piaras and the Tormod clans that had been il egal y confiscated by the Hetarians. 

Noss saw how pale Lara was, and she now led her to a seat. “Tel  me.” 

“Adon murdered Vartan,” Lara said, and then explained to Noss exactly what had happened. 

Noss’s hand flew to her mouth to stil  her cry of horror. How could this have happened? And to

Lara? Lara had always been so fortunate, and so fil ed with magic. Murder did not happen to

people like that. “You do not weep,” Noss final y said. 

“Ethne weeps for me,” Lara said, raising the crystal up to show Noss. The crystal was dripping

tears. “I have no time to weep. I had only a brief time in which to slay Adon and his foolish wife

before he would have attacked me and my children. And soon I must leave the Fiacre,” Lara

said softly. 

“It is time?” Noss whispered. 

Lara nodded. “It is time. I am glad I fol owed my mother’s advice and gave Vartan children. But

now I must tel  Dil on that his father is dead, and his mother is leaving. Wil  you and Liam raise

my little ones, Noss? This new journey I am about to undertake is not yours. You have found a

home, a husband and a good life among the Fiacre. This is your destiny. Mine stil  awaits me, 

though I know not what it wil  be.” 

“Of course we wil  take Dil on and Anoush, but do you not want Bera to have them?” Noss

ventured. “She is their grandmother.” 

“And they must never forget that,” Lara replied. “But Bera wil  have to take her other grandson

as Elin’s family is dead, and I wil  not have Vartan’s children raised with his murderer’s son. 

Cam may be only two and a half, but he is already a sly and spoiled little boy. Bera wil  have

her hands ful  with him. Dil on caught him pinching Anoush at the Gathering last autumn. My

daughter was black-and-blue al  over her tiny arms from that little monster.” 

“Anoush was just a little baby last autumn,” Noss said indignantly. 

“Yes, and when Dil on saw what Cam was doing he ran to his father. But Elin would not al ow

Cam to be punished. She said Cam was innocent, and that it was Dil on who had hurt his

sister out of jealously. That her son was just looking at the baby.” 

“Dil on adores Anoush, and has since her birth,” Noss cried. 

Lara nodded. “Yes, I know. But Cam has no one but Bera, and her heart is too good. She saw

Adon as a fool, but little else. It was a mistake.” She sipped at the frine in the cup Noss had

given her. “Wil  you fetch my son now? I must tel  him the news.” 

Noss nodded, but then she said, “The elders wil  choose Liam to take the lordship, won’t they? 

” 

“Yes, they wil ,” Lara answered. “He is the right choice.” 

Noss sighed. “He never wanted it, you know.” 

“I know,” Lara agreed, “but now he must accept the responsibility as his father accepted it

when Vartan’s father died years ago. Liam is a strong man, and his marriage to you has

settled him. He is ready. And so are you, dearest Noss.” 

Noss arose. “I wil  fetch Dil on,” she said, and hurried off. 

Lara sat silently. Instinctively she reached for the crystal about her neck. It had been a long

time since she had sought Ethne’s advice.  What am I to do?  she asked silently. The crystal

was stil  wet with Ethne’s tears. 

 You know what you must do,  Ethne answered her softly.  You have already begun to prepare

 yourself, and the Fiacre, for your departure. 

 I could have lived the rest of my life in contentment here,  Lara told her guardian crystal. 

 It is not your destiny. The queen told you that you would have but a few years. Five of them

 have now past. You are strong. You are ready. And it is time.  The flame in the crystal

flickered.  I have wept your tears, Lara, that you not be weakened. But you must weep for

 Vartan, too. He has brought out the best in your human nature, my child. 

“Mama.” Dil on stood by her side. He was his father’s image in miniature. “Noss said you

would speak with me?” 

Lara felt the first tears for Vartan begin to slip down her cheeks. 

“Mama! What is the matter?” the little boy asked. 

And she told him as her tears poured forth, clasping him to her breasts as he grew pale with

the realization of what she was saying. Her hand absently stroked the dark hair on his smal

head. And they wept together, mother and son. 

Final y Dil on’s sobs slowed, and looking into his mother’s beautiful face he said, “I wil  kil

Adon! I wil  avenge my father, Mama!” 

“Adon is already dead, and his wicked wife as wel ,” Lara told her son. “See!” She drew her

sword forth, and showed him. “This is their blood that Andraste wears.” 

“What wil  happen now, Mama?” Dil on asked her. 

“The elders wil  chose a new lord, Dil on, for that is our way. I believe they wil  chose your

father’s cousin, Liam,” Lara told her son. 

“You are going away,” Dil on said quietly. 

At first Lara was startled by the adult tone in her child’s voice, but Dil ion had been intuitive

since his birth. “Yes, soon,” she replied. She would not lie to him. 

“This house is not fit for the Lord of the Fiacre,” he remarked. “Liam and Noss must have the

hal , Mama. This place wil  suit grandmother and me. Anoush is too smal  to have a voice in

this decision.” He sounded so like his father that Lara almost began to weep again. 

“Yes, this wil  be a good home for your grandmother,” Lara agreed. “But you and Anoush wil

not live with her. You wil  remain in the hal  with Liam, Noss, and Tearlach, my son. Your cousin, 

Cam, has also been orphaned by this tragedy. His mother had no family left. Bera wil  want to

raise him, but I wil  not have you or Anoush living in the same house as the son of Adon and

Elin. You wil  accept Liam as your lord. He wil  stand in your father’s stead. And Noss wil  care

for you as I would. She owes me a great debt, though I would not remind her of it. I do not have

to for she knows it in her heart. And you, my son, and your sister wil  treat her with the same

respect that you would show me. You wil  honor her and you wil  obey her commands.” 

“I wil , Mama, and I wil  see that Anoush does, too,” he promised. Then the smal  boy in Dil on

said, “You are not going right away, Mama, are you?” His anxious face looked up at her. 

She smoothed his soft hair beneath her hand. “No, not right away,” she promised. “Now go

and find Tearlach, my son, and ask Noss to join me.” 

The little boy ran off to do her bidding. Lara reached for her goblet of frine, but Noss was

quickly there, and stayed her hand. 

“We need wine,” the younger woman said, uncorking a decanter, and pouring a fresh goblet of

the strong red brew. “Here, I wil  join you.” She fil ed a second goblet. “Dil on seems al  right.” 

“We cried together,” Lara replied. “He knows I’m leaving.” 

“You told him?” Noss was surprised. 

“No,” Lara answered with a smal  smile. “He just knew. Don’t discourage his instincts while he

is with you, Noss. I know such things tend to unsettle your nerves, but you must let whatever

powers Dil on has grow and thrive.” 

“I wil ,” Noss promised nervously. 

Liam entered the house, and came to join the two women. “I could not remain in the hal ,” he

said. “Bera’s keening would awaken a statue. The word is spreading. I’ve dispatched

messengers to al  the Fiacre vil ages. The elders wil  gather in three days’ time to choose the

new Lord of the Fiacre.” 

“It must be sooner,” Lara said. “The clan lords wil  know as soon as our own people. A new

head of the Outlands High Council must be chosen as wel .” 

“I’l  take the lordship of this clan, though reluctantly,” Liam responded, “but I am not the man to

lead the Outlands. That you cannot ask of me.” 

“Vartan was the one man the others trusted, and admired,” Lara spoke thoughtful y. “He was

strong, and he had my counsel. Roan of the Aghy is ambitious and wil  seek the post, but he is

too hot tempered. The best man would be Rendor of the Felan. He has a cool head, and I can

advise him without his wife, Rahil, becoming jealous.” 

“You wil  go to the Felan then?” Liam asked her. 

“Only on my way to the Coastal Kingdom in Hetar,” Lara replied. “I sense that is where I am

meant to be at this time.” 

He nodded. Then he asked, “Did you know what would happen to Vartan?” 

“No!” Lara paled, surprised and shocked by Liam’s query. “Why would you ask me such a

thing? I would have given my life for Vartan as he would have for me.” 

“Did you love him?” Liam pursued. 

“I should not have given him children otherwise, Liam. Faerie women, even half-faerie women, 

only bear offspring for the men they love,” Lara said quietly. “When the war ended my mother

advised me to stop trying so hard to live up to my faerie nature, and fol ow my heart. She said I

had time. Yes, I loved Vartan. Not as much as he loved me, I know. But I did love him.” 

“Forgive me, Lara,” Liam said, and bowed his head in apology to her. 

“I had forgotten what it is like to be mistrusted by humans,” Lara responded. “I have been so

happy here among the Fiacre. I have even felt as if I were ful y human, and one of you. Until

now. Now I am forced to remember who I am, and that I have a destiny to fulfil . Noss has

agreed to take my children, and I hope you wil  concur. She can tel  you why.” 

“I wil  take Dil on and Anoush gladly,” Liam said. He was ashamed of his question, and knew

that Vartan would have been angry with him for asking it. “They shal  be as my own, Lara. I

swear it.” 

“But they must not be al owed to forget Vartan,” Lara said. “Anoush wil  remember neither her

sire or me, I know. She wil  think of you and Noss as her mother and father. If she is safe and

happy then I am content. Dil on, however, wil  remember us. My son has magic in him, Liam. It

must not be discouraged.” 

“I understand,” Liam answered her. 

“We wil  speak on this again before I leave,” Lara told him. “Now I had best return to the hal

and give what comfort I can to Bera. Wil  you keep the children a while longer?” 

He nodded, watching as she turned away from him and left his house. His wife now came from

the shadows where she had been standing and slipped her smal  hand into his big one. “Wel , 

lass,” Liam said with a smal  attempt at humor, “did you ever think you would one day be the

Lady of the Fiacre?” He put his other arm about her. 

Noss sighed. “Seven years ago I was sold into slavery by my parents. No, Liam, I never

considered I should attain such a place in this world of ours. But then I could never have

imagined the adventures that I shared with Lara, or a love such as the one I share with you, my

husband.” Her free hand went to her distended bel y where the child within moved strongly. 

“You are certain the elders wil  select you?” Noss asked him. 

“Aye, they wil ,” he told her. “Now I wonder if I had accepted the lordship when they first offered

it to me if Vartan would stil  be alive.” Liam sighed. 

“He had his fate to live out,” Noss counseled. “You have yours.” 

“You are becoming wise with age, wife,” he teased her gently. 

“Wel ,” Noss said pertly in reply, “I am almost twenty.” Then she grew serious. “Poor Lara, to

lose her husband so cruel y. To leave her children behind. I do not envy her, despite her beauty

and her faerie magic.” 

“I do not envy her because she must calm Bera,” Liam said with a grimace. “The woman was

in a terrible state when I final y left the hal . I think she has gone mad.” 

“Lara wil  calm her,” Noss said with assurance. 

But entering the hal  and seeing the state her mother-in-law was in, Lara wondered if anyone

could ease Bera’s sorrow. The older woman paced up and down the hal  muttering, her long

gray hair swinging with each step she took. But her eyes were blank, without emotion of any

sort. The three bodies were stil  upon the floor where they had met their end. Lara signaled to

a male servant. “Fetch some others, and remove the dead,” she ordered. “And clean Andraste

before returning her to her place of honor.” She handed her weapon to the serving man. 

“No!” Bera screeched, and ran to Lara. “You cannot take them from me. The bitch, yes! But not

my boys. Not my boys!” 

“Go,” Lara said sternly. Then she took Bera by the hand, and sat her down by the hearth. 

“Listen to me, Bera. You cannot dishonor Vartan by leaving his body on the stone floor. His

departure ceremony must be celebrated. He was the Lord of the Fiacre as was his father

before him. The elders wil  demand Vartan be honored properly. As for Adon and Elin, they wil

be put into the earth unsung.” 

“From the moment he sprang forth from my womb Adon competed with Vartan,” Bera said. 

Her eyes were now fil ed with her pain. “But Vartan never complained. He treated his younger

brother with kindness. It is not our way to murder our own, Lara. How could he have done it? 

How? It was his mate — that wretched, wretched girl! I never wanted him to wed her. She was

greedy and wicked, Lara. And now because of her actions her son is orphaned. What wil

become of little Cam, Lara? What wil  happen to the child?” 

“You wil  raise him, of course,” Lara comforted the woman. 

Bera’s sorrowful face looked into Lara’s. “Yes,” she said. “I wil  take him.” 

Lara considered tel ing her al  that had transpired in the short time fol owing Vartan’s brutal

murder, but she decided Bera was not yet ready to hear it. “You must rest now,” she told her

mother-in-law, helping her to her feet. “I wil  do what must be done.” She signaled to a female

servant. “Take the lady Bera to her chamber and give her a smal  goblet of wine.” She reached

into the pocket of her robes and drew out a smal  gilded pil . “Put this in the wine. It wil  aid her

sleep.” 

“Yes, lady,” the serving woman said, and led the grieving Bera from the hal . 

Lara now turned to the servants who had entered the hal . “Six of you take the bodies of Adon

and his foul wife out onto the plain,” she instructed them. “Bury them deep in a single grave, 

and do not mark it. Have it done before the sun sets on this day. The rest of you are to build

the lord’s funeral pyre. His departure ceremony wil  take place in two days time at the hour of

the sunset. Have his body brought to the bathhouse that I may begin the preparations.” 

She watched the servants lift the body of their lord. Vartan had built the bathhouse for her when

they had returned from the Winter War. The Fiacre were used to bathing in smal  round tubs. 

But Lara wanted a bath such as she had enjoyed in her time with the Shadow Princes, a large

bath in which she might submerse her entire body. A bath she might share with her husband. 

So Vartan had surprised her with the smal  bathhouse after tel ing her he was building a new

cattle shed. He had imported the marble tub from the Coastal Kingdom, along with several

carved stone benches. A smal  sob escaped her. Had she loved him? Oh, yes! With every bit

of her human heart. Now she could feel that part of her hardening again as her faerie nature

took over. To be strong, to fol ow her destiny, she knew she had to be faerie. 

Hearing a familiar clap of thunder — considerably softened, she noted — Lara looked up to

see her mother, Ilona, the queen of the Forest Faeries. Ilona held out her arms to her daughter, 

and rising from her seat by the fire Lara rushed into them. “What has happened?” Ilona said to

her daughter, and Lara told her. “Then it is time,” the queen replied. 

“I know,” Lara responded. “I have already begun making arrangements for Dil on and Anoush.” 

“I wil  take them!” Ilona said imperiously. 

“Nay, I want Liam and Noss to raise them. They are Fiacre, Mother. One day Dil on might be

chosen lord of his people, like his father and grandfather before him.” 

“Or Liam and Noss’s lad might be chosen,” Ilona said softly. 

“If that is the wil  of the Fiacre then so be it,” Lara answered her mother. “But you must visit

them. Promise me! Dil on has been exhibiting certain instincts that must not be stifled. Anoush

is too young for me to know. Tel  me, how are Thanos and Cirilo?” she asked after her

mother’s consort, and her half brother. 

“Thanos is Thanos,” Ilona said dryly. “As for Cirilo I must admit he is everything I could want in

a son, Lara. He wil  be a fine king one day. For now he is a typical faerie lad, getting into al

kinds of mischief. He particularly enjoys teasing the Forest Lords. They have lost some of their

territory on the border with the Midlands. Gaius Prospero is buying up the smal er farms and

blending them into great ones. It al ows him to control the price of the crops he grows. The

rumor is growing again that he would be emperor of Hetar.” 

“I am going to the coast,” Lara told her mother. “I feel it is where I should be now. But it has

been so long since the voice within spoke to me that I am not certain I am hearing it correctly. 

Could I be wrong, Mother? Should I remain with the Fiacre and my children? I am suddenly

unsure.” 

“I am not surprised,” Ilona remarked. “It has been but hours since your husband was murdered

before your eyes, since you slew his murderers. You are suffering shock, but your first thoughts

are always the best ones, Lara. It is time for you to leave the Fiacre. If the voice says the

coast, then that is where you must go. Do not be afraid, my daughter.” 

“When you said I had time,” Lara began, “I never thought it would end this way. I expected that

when the knowledge came to me, Vartan would fuss at me and try to prevent my going, no

matter he said he wouldn’t. I did not expect him to die. Am I responsible for that, Mother?” 

“Nay,” Ilona replied. “Vartan’s fate was his fate. His jealous younger brother was destined to

slay him, for that was Adon’s fate. That you gave your heart to Vartan for a brief time, that you

gave him children, had nothing to do with his end, Lara. You may believe that I speak the truth

to you. 

“Now I must go. Your faerie family wil  be here for Vartan’s departure ceremony. What did you

do with Adon and his wife?” 

“The ultimate shame for Outlanders. I had them buried in a secret and unmarked place,” Lara

explained. “They wil  have no funeral pyre, or family and friends to sing their souls to the

Celestial Actuary’s kingdom. They wil  lie beneath the earth until the flesh rots from them, is

eaten by maggots and beetles, and final y their bones dissolve into the earth itself. Their souls

wil  wander in the Limbo forever. Even Bera dare not mourn them publical y. I am just sorry they

have left a child.” 

Ilona put a hand on her daughter’s hand. “For whatever reason, it is the wil  of the Celestial

Actuary that they did.” She arose. “Goodbye, my daughter.” Then she was gone in her puff of

purple mist, leaving a scent of flowers behind her. 

Looking to where her husband’s body had lain Lara saw it was gone. She arose slowly and

went to the little bathhouse where their servants had set Vartan upon a long stone bench. But

for the stain of blood upon his tunic he looked as if he were sleeping. Lara bent and kissed the

cold lips. “Oh, my dear love,” she whispered to him. “I am so sorry. So very sorry.” And the

tears came again. When they final y stopped Lara sat down next to her dead mate, and began

to assemble her thoughts. 

Liam had sent word to al  the Fiacre vil ages, but what of the other clan leaders? She would

send for them by faeriepost, and transport them to the departure ceremony herself, for she

knew they would want to honor Vartan. Several serving women crept into the bathhouse and

looked to her for guidance. Lara rose, and working with them they stripped Vartan’s body of

his bloody garments, and washed it tenderly. When the task was almost done Lara fetched the

garments in which her husband would be displayed on his funeral bier. At the end of the

departure ceremony the bier would be taken outside to the funeral pyre, where Lara and Dil on

would light the fire that would burn Vartan’s body to ashes as al  sang his soul to the kingdom

of the Celestial Actuary. For an Outlander to be buried in the earth was anathema. 

On his lower body they fitted him with a pair of brown leather trousers Vartan kept for special

occasions. They drew his finest boots, highly polished, onto his feet. A soft linen shirt came

next, and over it the tunic of his office as head of the Outlands High Council. Lara had

embroidered it herself, having brought the fine material and silk threads back from their first

visit to the Coastal Kingdom. The tunic was deep green in color, and the long sleeves of the

garment were folded back to make a cuff that displayed the deep blue lining. She had

embroidered the cuffs with silver and gold stars. On the chest of the of the tunic Lara had

embroidered a large gold circular wheel divided by spokes. Within each segment were

symbols representing the eight Outlands clans. Cattle for the Fiacre. Horses for the Aghy. 

Grain and flowers for the Blathma. Grain and vegetables for the Gitta. The Piaras had gold

and silver rocks. The Tormod showed multicolored gemstones. The Felan displayed sheep, 

and the Devyn a harp for they were the poet’s clan. In the center of the wheel was a single blue

star. Vartan had loved the tunic of office Lara had made for him. 

“What shal  we do with his hair, lady?” one of the women ventured. 

“It wil  be tied back as he always wore it,” Lara answered her. 

“Shal  we fold his arms over his chest, lady?” another asked. 

“No, leave them by his side,” Lara said. “He would want his tunic of office wel  displayed, and

so do I. I want no one to forget what we have accomplished these past years in our efforts to

keep Hetar in its place.” 

When Vartan’s body was final y dressed, and ready to be displayed, Lara cal ed for the Fiacre

men to come and return the lord to his hal . The body was transported by means of a stretcher

decked in white silk and decorated with summer flowers. The men from Vartan’s home vil age

of Camdene took turns bearing their lord. In the hal  the bier awaited. A ring of candelabra

flanked it at either end. The stretcher was set in its place, and then Lara commanded them

quietly to leave her. She brushed back into place a smal  lock of her husband’s hair that had

come loose from its binding. She critical y eyed the disposition of his tunic, smoothing a barely

discernable wrinkle from his chest. 

It was al  so terribly unreal. Just a short time ago Vartan had been a vibrant, living being. Now

he lay cold and silent, his big body seeming to stiffen before her eyes. His spirit had flown

from him — surely it no longer inhabited his great frame. 

How could this have happened? Why had she not seen Adon’s perfidy before he had the time

to strike? She silently cursed her husband’s brother and Elin. Had they had any thought for

what they were doing? Did they real y believe that the Fiacre would accept a fratricidal

murderer as their lord? That Lara would not avenge her husband to protect her children? Did

they not think of their own son, Cam? She sighed. Obviously they had not. 

There was stil  much to do. Outside the summer’s long twilight was deepening. The men sent

to bury Adon and Elin returned, reporting they had done her bidding. She thanked them, and

then went to the chamber she had once shared with Vartan. Taking her writing box up she

wrote messages to the six other clan lords. Then she summoned six faeriepost messengers, 

told them where she wanted them to go, and that they were to wait for a reply. Each message

said the same thing. It told of Vartan’s death, and asked that they prepare to be transported by

means of her magic on the day of the departure ceremony. A new head of the Outlands High

Council must be chosen before Vartan’s departure pyre was gone to ashes. The messengers

flew off, and Lara, putting her writing box away, went to the kitchens. 

She found the cook and the kitchen staff in various stages of weeping. Drawing a deep breath

she said in a firm voice, “You must begin preparations for my husband’s departure ceremony. 

As many of the Fiacre as can come wil  be here in another day. The lords of the other clan

families wil  be here. Would you have it said that the hospitality of the Lord of the Fiacre is

poor? You cannot stand about in mourning. You have work to do!” And then turning on her heel

she left them. 

“She has a cold faerie heart,” one of the kitchen maids said. 

“Perhaps,” the cook replied, “but it is a broken heart, I fear. Let none doubt that the Lady Lara

loved our Lord Vartan with al  her being.” 

Lara returned to the hal  to find the bier now surrounded by flowers. She smiled, and with a

smal  incantation, made certain that the flowers would remain bright and fresh until Vartan was

brought to his pyre. Gazing down at him she was again astounded at how cold and lifeless the

shel  that had once housed his spirit was. It had been a great spirit, which was perhaps why

having gone, Vartan’s body looked so empty. 

“He is not there.” Lara heard Bera’s voice in her ear. 

“No, he is not,” she answered. “You should be sleeping.” 

“I didn’t take the pil ,” Bera said. 

“She was supposed to mix it in your wine,” Lara replied with a smal  smile. 

“Where is Adon?” 

“Out on the plain with his wife,” Lara said quietly. 

Bera’s eyes fil ed with tears, which she attempted to swal ow back. 

“It had to be done,” Lara told her. 

“I know,” Bera agreed, “but he was my son, too.” 

“He kil ed Vartan,” Lara responded. 

“And you kil ed him,” Bera remarked softly. 

“Aye, and I have not a moment’s regret that I did,” Lara answered her mother-in-law. “I just wish

I had seen into his black heart before he murdered Vartan. Perhaps none of this would have

come to pass, Bera.” 

“What wil  happen now?” 

“Liam wil  be chosen by the elders to be the new lord. He wil  come into this house, the only

one in Camdene fit for a Lord of the Fiacre. You wil  have his house in which to raise Adon’s

son, Cam.” 

“What of Dil on and Anoush?” Bera asked. 

“I wil  not have them living in the same house as Adon’s spawn. Liam and Noss have agreed to

take them,” Lara told the older woman. “I cannot remain here now. I feel the pul  of my destiny

once again.” 

“Would this have happened if Vartan had not married you?” Bera wondered aloud, and then

hastily said, “I am sorry.” 

“My mother says his fate was his fate,” Lara answered. “I expect that is true.” 

Bera nodded. “Do your children know what has happened?” 

“I have told Dil on. Anoush is too smal  to understand,” Lara responded. 

“I think I wil  return to my chamber and take that pil  now,” Bera said. “I am suddenly very tired, 

Lara. You should get some sleep, too. The next few days wil  be very busy, my daughter.” 

“I know,” Lara agreed. “I wil  rest soon.” She walked the older woman to the staircase that led

to her chamber. Then she returned to the hal  and stood by Vartan’s bier. “I did not know it

would end this way, Vartan,” she said softly. “I swear I did not know.” 

THE ELDERS of the Fiacre arrived to hold their meeting and choose a new leader of the clan. 

Their first instinct was to delegate Lara, but she refused, explaining to them why she could not

accept the honor, and asking if they wanted her counsel. They did, and she named Liam

before departing to let them debate the matter. Finding her own bed she did not even bother

to undress, and fal ing into it slept until the next morning. 

The day dawned bright and warm. Lara arose and washed her face and hands. Smoothing the

wrinkles from her gown, she went out into the hal , which was already fil ing with clansmen and

women. Vartan’s cousin, Sholeh, headwoman of the vil age of Rivalen, had arrived. As she

stood tal er than many men, Lara saw her immediately. The two women hugged wordlessly. 

“Where is Bera?” Sholeh asked. 

“It was too much for her,” Lara answered. 

“You have done it al  yourself?” 

“He was my husband, Sholeh,” Lara said. 

“You have done wel , and Vartan would be proud,” Sholeh replied. “Where is that snake, Adon? 

” 

“I slew him and his wife while Vartan was yet warm,” Lara replied. 

Sholeh nodded. “It was wel  done, Lara. And they are buried?” 

“Out on the plain in an unmarked place,” Lara said. 

“I curse them both!” Sholeh said fiercely. “You wil  lead the Fiacre yourself now. It is your right, 

and you were half my cousin’s wisdom, I know.” 

“Thank you,” Lara said, “but no. Liam shal  be the new Lord of the Fiacre. You cannot be

dissatisfied with him. The elders in their usual way wanted to meet in three days and debate

the succession, but I saw they met last night instead. Liam was the natural choice. I wil  not

remain with the Fiacre much longer. I am being cal ed from the Outlands.” 

“I wil  be sorry to see you go,” Sholeh told her companion. “But Liam is not the man to lead the

High Council, I fear. Who wil  you put your influence behind? Roan of the Aghy? He would take

it in a minute, you know.” 

Lara shook her head. “Roan is too hot tempered. Rendor of the Felan would be my choice. He

is a wise and thoughtful man. The responsibility wil  cause him to rise to the chal enge of being

head of the High Council. He wil  not fail the Outlands.” 

“Roan wil  not be pleased,” Sholeh noted. 

“We need a military leader as wel ,” Lara said with a smile. 

“Damn!” Sholeh exclaimed. “We are losing a valuable advisor in you, Lara.” 

“I wil  not leave the Fiacre forever,” she said. “My children wil  remain here with Noss and Liam. 

Bera must raise Cam. I won’t have my children in the same house as the son of their father’s

murderer.” 

“You’re right,” Sholeh agreed. “Now, if I can help you in any way —” 

“You are family. I welcome your aid,” Lara responded. 

The Fiacre clan came and went from the hal , paying their respects to their fal en lord. No one

would be sent away. Every structure in the vil age was fil ed with the mourners, and many

bedded down in the fields surrounding Camdene. One by one, Lara brought the other clan

lords to her hal  to pay their respects to Vartan. They would be guests within her home until the

departure ceremony was concluded. 

Roan of the Aghy at once noted the need for a meeting of the clan leaders. To his surprise and

pleasure, Lara agreed with him. 

“You cannot leave this matter for another day,” she told them. “Tonight when al  have gone to

their beds we wil  meet. Liam wil  stand in my husband’s place, but I wil  be at his side as I was

at Vartan’s.” 

The clan lords nodded. 

“Word of this wil  spread quickly to Hetar. Before Vartan’s pyre is ashes you must send word to

Hetar’s High Council that you have a new leader,” Lara continued. 

Heads nodded in agreement with her. The day passed. The house of the slain leader fed al  in

Camdene. It was their responsibility to do so although the cook fretted that they were going to

run out of supplies before it was al  over. Lara assured him that if it became necessary she

would cal  upon her magic to keep their larders ful . Final y, the dark came. Fires burned on the

plains surrounding Camdene indicating the campsites of many mourners. It was time. 

“My lords,” she said to the clan heads who were sitting by the hal  fire, “I believe the time is

now come to open the discussions. No one can replace my husband’s leadership, but you

must choose a new head of the High Council now, and send word of your choice to the City. 

You cannot al ow Hetar’s government to believe the Outlands are in disarray, or weakened by

Vartan’s murder.” 

“I would put forth Roan of the Aghy,” Floren of the Blathma quickly said. 

“Perhaps we should first ask the lady Lara if she has a preference,” Accius, the clan leader of

the Devyn said. He was certain that she did have a choice, and he was curious to know who it

was. 

“I thank the great bard lord of the Devyn for his courtesy in soliciting my opinion,” Lara began, 

and several of the men smiled for they knew her wel  enough by now to recognize that she was

about to surprise them with her own ideas. “Given what has transpired over the last five years

it is obvious to me, nay, necessary, that we need both a head of our council, and a war leader

as wel . I have heard disturbing rumors of late that Gaius Prospero wil  soon crown himself

emperor of Hetar. This man is no friend of the Outlands. Roan of the Aghy is a great warrior, 

equal to my own husband,” she flattered the horse lord. “It must be he you choose for your

military leader. For head of the High Council, however, I wil  put my faith in Rendor of the Felan. 

He is not easily brought to anger. He is thoughtful, and his advisement wise. He is more than

equal to the chal enge of dealing with Hetar,” she concluded, her gaze sweeping them al . 

“But he is not the warrior Roan is,” Floren said. 

“Nay, he is not,” Lara agreed quietly. “And if there is war again, Roan wil  lead the Outlands, 

with your approval. But you need a man with a knack for diplomacy in treating with Hetar. 

Rendor made friends with the Coastal Kings years ago, and that friendship has never

wavered. Indeed, it has grown stronger with the passing of time.” She arose from her place

among them. “Let me go and fetch you refreshments while you discuss this among

yourselves,” Lara told them. She glided across the room to prepare a tray of wine. 

“You are silent, Rendor,” Imre of the Tormod said. 

“I am astounded,” Rendor answered him. 

“She said nothing of this to you beforehand?” Torin of the Gitta asked. 

Rendor shook his head. “Nothing. I am as surprised as you are.” 

“What think you, Roan?” Accius of the Devyn queried the horse lord. 

“I think I have been neatly and nicely outmaneuvered,” Roan chuckled. “I do not like to admit it, 

but Lara is right. I am the man to lead you in war, but I am not the man to lead you in or to

peace. Rendor of the Felan is that man.” 

“My cousin would find it amusing that it takes two of you to replace him,” Liam told them with

an engaging grin. 

His companions laughed heartily, nodding in agreement. 

“Can we agree upon this solution then,” Accius asked them. “Rendor for peace, and Roan for

war?” 

“I wil  cal  the rol ,” Lara said returning with a tray of nine goblets. Passing them about she took

the last cup, and began. “Rendor for peace. Roan for war. Petruso of the Piaras — aye or

nay?” 

Petruso, who was a mute, nodded vigorously his aye. 

Lara cal ed the others in sequence. “Imre of the Tormod? 

“Aye!” 

“Floren of the Blathma?” 

“Aye!” 

“Torin of the Gitta?” 

“Aye!” 

“Liam of the Fiacre?” 

“Aye!” 

“Accius of the Devyn?” 

“Aye!” 

“Roan of the Aghy?” 

“Aye!” 

“Rendor of the Felan?” 

“Aye!” 

“Then it is settled,” Lara said. 

“Not quite,” Rendor told them. “You have not given us your vote, Lara.” 

“I am not a member of the council,” Lara replied. 

“Nay, you are not,” he agreed, “but you are the founder of this council, and in a matter as

important as this one I believe you should have the right to vote.” 

The other lords murmured in agreement with Rendor. 

Quick tears sprang up behind her eyelids to sting her eyes. Lara nodded her acknowledgment

of the honor they were giving her. “In the matter of Roan and Rendor, the founder of the council

votes aye,” she said. Then she raised her goblet. “To the Outlands,” she toasted, and they

raised their goblets to join her, their voices strongly echoing hers. 

“To the Outlands!” 

The meeting broke up, the lords going to their sleeping places, but Rendor remained behind

to speak with Lara. 

“You might have told me,” he said dryly. 

“If I had you would have refused me,” Lara answered him. “Your genuine surprise at my choice

proved to the others there was no col usion between us. Given what has happened, Rendor, 

my friend, there was no time for the clan lords to debate and argue over this matter. We

needed to settle the succession quickly. I have soothed Roan’s ego, and believe me that none

of the others wanted the position themselves.” 

“Sometimes you frighten me, Lara. You know each of us far too wel , I think.” 

“I wil  be leaving the Outlands soon,” she told him quietly. “I am cal ed once again by my

destiny.” 

“But we need you!” he exclaimed. 

Lara shook her head. “You flatter me, Rendor, but I wil  not leave you defenseless, I promise. 

Whatever mischief Gaius Prospero is brewing up I wil  counter.” 

“How?” he wanted to know. “If you are not here how can you help us?” 

“I am only going to King Archeron. Gaius Prospero is not as powerful as he believes. In the

City and the Midlands, aye! But the Shadow Princes scorn him, and the Coastal Kings wil  not

cooperate with him because it would not be in their interests to do so. As for the Forest Lords, 

they have their own difficulties. They may agree to support the Master of the Merchants, but

their support wil  amount to little or nothing. Your friends and mine wil  protect the Outlands from

any trouble.” 

“Wil  you remain with Archeron?” 

“I don’t know, but I do not think so,” Lara answered. 

“Where wil  you go?” 

“I cannot say. Al  I can tel  you is that for now I must go to the coast,” Lara said. “But I wil  not go

until autumn. I stil  have things to do to help ease the transition between Vartan’s rule and

yours, and between Vartan and Liam.” 

“Your children?” he asked. 

“Are Fiacre, and wil  remain here,” she told him. 

He nodded. Then he said, “Rahil wil  be overwhelmed by this.” 

“I wil  speak with her when I visit you,” Lara assured him. 

“Lara, I am so sorry,” Rendor told her. 

“I am sorry, too,” she replied, putting her hand on his. “I never imagined an ending like this. Oh, 

I knew one day I would be cal ed again, but I thought when that time came and I prepared to

go, Vartan would grumble and complain, but in the end he would keep his promise to me for

he was not a man to break his promises. My mother says it was his fate to die at Adon’s hand. 

I do not understand such a fate, Rendor.” 

“Nor do I, Lara,” Rendor said. 

“I suppose that lack of understanding is my human side,” Lara told him with a smal  smile. “But

my heart has become cold and faerie again. If it had not, I should not be able to do what I must. 

” 

“I wil  lead the Outlands to the best of my abilities,” Rendor promised her. 

“I have great faith in you,” she replied. “So did Vartan.” 

The lord of the Felan began to weep softly. “I cannot believe my friend is gone,” he said. “Just

weeks ago we met on the plains and spoke of the autumn’s Gathering. He wanted me to bring

my finest wool cloth for you to choose from so he might have a new cloak made for you for

winter.” 

“He was thoughtful that way,” Lara replied. She had to get away from Rendor. If she did not, 

she knew she would col apse in a fit of weeping. “It is late,” she said. “I must find my bed, 

Rendor. Tomorrow wil  be a busy day for me, and Bera is quite helpless now.” She patted the

hand in hers, and pul ed free. “Good night, my friend.” Then she hurried from the hal  to her own

chamber. 

Safely locked within the room she had shared with Vartan, Lara did give way to a smal  spel  of

weeping, but only to release the tensions that had been building up within her ever since

Vartan’s death two days ago. Two days! The time had gone so quickly. She bathed her face

and hands, and kicking off her slippers, lay down. She had done what she needed to do with

regards to the Outlands. Rendor did not have her husband’s stature, but he would be

respected by Hetar in time. She had been surprised to find an al y in Accius of the Devyn. She

suspected her job to turn the clan lords from Roan’s candidacy would have been more difficult

without him. She must remember to thank him. 

Now al  that remained was to plan more careful y for the children. She would leave them at

summer’s end, before the Gathering. It would give her time to prepare Dil on, and guide Liam

as Vartan would have had him guided. And Noss must understand that from time to time Ilona

would visit her grandchildren. She must not be fearful of the queen of the Forest Faeries. Lara

smiled to herself at the thought of trying to forge a friendship between her mother and Noss. 

Her eyes began to grow heavy. Tomorrow would be a long, important day. And at its end she

and Dil on would light Vartan’s funeral pyre at the very moment of the sunset, thereby ensuring

her husband’s journey from the light into the light. She felt the tears beginning to come again. 

“Vartan,” she whispered to the night. “Why did it have to end this way?” But there was no

answer. Lara wondered if there would ever be. She sighed, resigned. She should know better

than anyone, she thought, that the lines between the worlds were firm once a soul had crossed

into the next life. Vartan might look down on them from the realm of the Celestial Actuary, but

Lara would never again hear his voice. 
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IT WAS THE LONGEST DAY of the year in the Outlands when Vartan of the Fiacre was sent off to

the kingdom of the Celestial Actuary. Not a cloud spoiled the clear blue sky. The sun shone

down the day long as Vartan was feted, feasted and toasted. There were almost as many

people as at the yearly Gathering in the autumn, and Lara realized that many members of the

other clan families had somehow managed to come to pay homage to her husband. The day

long she moved among them with her son, Dil on, speaking to those she knew, accepting

condolences from strangers who approached her with tales of Vartan’s kindness to them

once, seeing to everyone’s comfort. That they had food, that they had drink, that they had

shelter from the hot summer sun. 

Many spoke of the grave maturity of Vartan and Lara’s young son, Dil on, especial y when he

had walked from the hal  leading those bearing his father’s body to the funeral pyre. He had

accompanied his mother the day long, his demeanor almost protective of her. She spoke to

him in low, quiet tones, pointing out certain members of the various clans; introducing him to

the men who might someday be of help to him. Dil on gave his hand to these men, and looked

directly at them with Vartan’s eyes. Many were startled by the adult behavior of such a young

boy. But Dil on, son of Vartan, knew on the day of his father’s departure ceremony that he

would never again be a child. 

A delegation of Shadow Princes led by Kaliq, Lara’s former lover and mentor, had arrived in

early afternoon. Lara had come close to weeping when she saw them. She let Kaliq enfold her

in his tender embrace, and heard the words of comfort he silently offered her without

speaking. The words were for no one else but her. Ilona, queen of the Forest Faeries, came

with her consort, Thanos, and their son, Lara’s half brother Cirilo. Lara had never seen this

sibling before, and she was enchanted by him. He was very faerie, but more her mother than

Thanos. He greeted his much older sister with a smile and a kiss that was like being brushed

by butterfly wings. 

Lara recal ed at that moment that she had two half brothers. She wondered how Mikhail was

doing. It had been seven years since she had seen him. He would be almost eight years old

now, but he would look nothing like the golden-haired Cirilo. 

As the sun began to sink toward the horizon the final preparations were quickly executed. The

Outlanders gathered about the funeral pyre in an almost completed circle; the circle broken

only to leave clear a view of the setting sun. The sky was a magnificent panorama of colors. 

Blue, pink, mauve, purple, red, orange, pale green and gold played over the faces of the

assembled mourners. Lara and Dil on, escorted by Liam and Rendor, stood before the pyre. 

Bera, her face haggard with her grief, handed widow and orphan their lit torches. Al  was

absolutely stil , and not a breeze stirred. As the sun began to make its final descent below the

horizon Lara and her son lit the funeral pyre. As the flames sprang up to engulf Vartan’s body

the sun disappeared. But in the skies above a comet streaked over the Outlands, trailing a

shower of silvery stars. A gasp of wonder arose from the mourners. 

Lara caught Kaliq’s gaze.  Thank you,  she told him silently. His magic had but added to the

legend that had already begun to grow surrounding Vartan of the Fiacre, who had found his

half-faerie wife wandering on the plains one day, and brought her home where she became a

blessing to al  Outlanders. The tears began to slip down her beautiful face as the flames

leaped higher, the fire crackling, hissing and roaring with its growing power. Dil on stood by

her side, his smal  hand in hers. They did not leave the pyre until it final y col apsed into a pile

of glowing coals and gray ash. When the fire was gone entirely a wind sprang up, scattering

the ashes across the plains of the Outlands until nothing was left but a blackened spot where

the pyre had once stood. And Lara knew she had her mother to thank for this final act of mercy. 

Liam and Rendor, who had remained by her side now escorted her back into the hal , Liam

picking up the exhausted Dil on, carrying him. The boy was asleep by the time they entered the

house. 

Thanos and Cirilo came to bid Lara farewel , but Ilona would remain a while longer with her

daughter. The Shadow Princes had gone, but for Kaliq. The rest of the clan lords had each

joined their own people. Bera was nowhere to be seen. Food had been set upon the high

board, and Lara, dismissing the servants, now invited her remaining guests to table. There

were roasted meats and poultry, summer vegetables, bread, butter, cheese and fresh fruit. 

And there was wine and ale aplenty. They ate in silence, but final y, when there was nothing left

to eat, the queries began. 

“When do you mean to leave Camdene?” Ilona asked her daughter. 

“Before autumn,” Lara responded. “I wil  not leave my children so quickly since they have just

lost their father. Anoush wil  not understand, but I must prepare Dil on more. He understands, 

but he does not real y understand. He must before I go.” 

“Where wil  you go?” Kaliq wanted to know. 

“To the sea,” she said. 

He smiled, and caught Ilona’s eye. “It is time now.” 

Lara could not help but chuckle softly. “Do not act so mysterious with me, Kaliq. You surely

remember how I dislike it.” 

“You have lived too long among ordinary mortals, Lara,” he told her gravely. “No offense, my

lords,” he nodded to Rendor and Liam. 

“I am an ordinary mortal,” Lara told him. 

“Your mortal half is hardly ordinary,” he said, “and you have a magical half as wel  in the faerie

blood that runs in your veins. You did not just decide that you would depart the Outlands for the

coast. And you knew that to remain here was not your fate. Your destiny is once again cal ing

to you, and you wil  fulfil  that destiny. Even if Vartan had not died you would have fol owed the

voice within. You have no other choice.” 

“And when I reach the coast, what am I supposed to do?” she demanded. 

“You wil  know what to do when the time is right to do it,” he responded. 

Lara threw a grape at him. “Kaliq, you grown more annoying with each word you utter.” And

then she laughed. “But the last time you pushed me out the door to fol ow my fate I found

Vartan. I wonder what is in store for me this time?” 

“Wherever you go,” Ilona said, “you are always protected, and your magic wil  aid you, my

daughter. You must remember that although there may be times when your fears wil  overcome

you, push them back, and remember the words I speak to you now. You are protected, Lara.” 

“I would return your horse to you,” Lara suddenly said to Kaliq. “Dasras cannot come where I

must eventual y go.” 

“No,” Kaliq replied. “He cannot go with you, but leave him among the Fiacre in your son’s care, 

Lara.” Then he turned his gaze onto Liam. “Roan wil  seek to gain the beast from you, my lord. 

Do not let him have Dasras, no matter how tempted you may be by the gold or other

inducements he may offer you. I wil  know if you betray me in this matter, Liam of the Fiacre, 

and my judgment wil  be swift and harsh. Do you understand me, my lord?” 

“The horse wil  remain among the Fiacre, and we wil  protect him from any who would seek to

gain him,” Liam promised, not in the least offended by the Shadow Prince’s threat. The prince

was a magical being and thus to be respected. 

Kaliq turned back to Lara. “Keep Andraste and Verica with you always,” he told her. “Verica

wil  advise you, and Andraste is your protection. Never be parted from them, but if you are, just

cal  to them when you need them, and they wil  come to you. They are both made so that no

one else can either use them, or keep them from you.” 

“Now you are beginning to intrigue me,” Lara answered him. “This wil  not simply be a visit to

the Coastal Kings, wil  it, Kaliq?” 

He smiled his beautiful smile at her, but said nothing. 

Lara laughed. “My destiny must unfold in a certain manner,” she said. Then she grew serious. 

“Tel  us, Kaliq, what is happening in the City. I know you have your representatives there in the

council.” 

“Indeed,” Kaliq replied. “In the five years since the Winter War,” he began, “Gaius Prospero

has worked diligently to regain his popularity among the people, and his influence among the

guilds, and magnates. It has cost him a great deal of gold, I would imagine. But then, he stole

a great deal from the Outlands. The City is growing, and expanding. For lack of conflict the

Mercenaries and the Crusader Knights sit idly in their respective quarters. The wealthy

continue to live comfortably, the wiser among them discreetly, while the foolish waste their

considerable resources in vulgar and conspicuous consumption and the poor barely subsist. 

“Gaius Prospero has managed to avoid an al -out famine so far. He feeds the people with

grain from his own granaries and diverts them with lavish entertainments. He does what he

must to keep order, and to further his own ambitions.” 

“I have heard that the Midlands is now expanding into the territory of the Forest Lords,” Lara

said. 

“Aye, ’tis true,” Ilona answered her daughter. “It was subtle at first. A few trees here and a few

there as the Midlands folk sought to cultivate new fields to replace the worn and tired soil of

their lands. Without these new fields they cannot feed the City. If this happens, anarchy is

bound to erupt. People wil  tolerate much, but starvation is a cruel spur to those already

discontented.” 

“They have also expanded into the edges of our desert realm where the soil is stil  able to

sustain some smal  growth,” Kaliq told his listeners. “But it is difficult for them, for they must

irrigate the land there, and that means water from the Forest Lords.” 

“And they have cooperated?” Lara was surprised. 

“Gaius Prospero seems to have some hold over them that he did not previously have,” Ilona

said. 

“He has learned, then, of my grandmother’s curse upon the Forest Lords,” Lara reasoned. 

“That has to be it, for Enda would not give either an inch of forest soil or his water unless he felt

that the il usion the Forest Lords built up was threatened. To reveal to Hetar that their

bloodlines are no longer pure is tantamount to their destruction. What of the Forest Faeries, 

Mother? Are you not also threatened by this incursion into the forest?” 

“We live in the deepest part of the wood, Lara,” her mother said. “And we live on another plane

of existence from the mortals of Hetar. You could walk through our palaces and never know you

were there, for you would not see them. Wel , perhaps  you might, but then you are faerie. But if

one day the forest that sustains us is taken away we, like so many others in the magic realms, 

wil  be refugees. Pray the Celestial Actuary it never comes to that,” Ilona said. 

“The continuance of the status quo within Hetar depends on the people being content,” Kaliq

said. “This means they must be fed, and kept busy. Without work there is no coin to purchase

even the cheapest goods. This affects not just the poor but the rich as wel , for their wealth

comes from the goods and services they make, manage and provide. And there are more

without than with,” Kaliq noted. “Unless something is done they wil  rise up against their

masters. The Master of the Merchants, Gaius Prospero, lobbies hard to be made emperor. He

says that times are changing, and Hetar must change with the times. That an emperor wil

renew Hetar, and that he can solve its problems, but only if he is emperor, and ful y in charge. 

Hetar must expand its borders to avoid chaos, and while the City has eaten into the borders of

two of its own provinces, the most logical place for Hetar to come is into the Outlands with its

vast tracts of land.” 

“We wil  fight them!” Rendor declared. 

“They are many, and your clan families few,” Kaliq said pragmatical y. “They wil  overcome you

with the might of their Mercenary Guild and Crusader Knights. They wil  enslave your peoples, 

and take al  you possess for themselves. Those of us who are of the magical realm cannot

al ow that to happen. A great war would bring more problems than it would solve, for al  of us, 

both magic and mortal. We helped you in the Winter War, and now we wil  help you before

another war begins. But we cannot protect you forever,” he said quietly. “Lara came to you for

a purpose. To alert you to the danger. To show you that the magic world was not to be feared

so we might help you when this time came,” Kaliq continued. “But it is not enough that we do

so. Lara must now leave you so that she may fol ow the destiny that wil  one day bring peace to

al  of Hetar.” 

“But how can that happen,” Rendor asked, “if Hetar has too many people, and not enough

lands, and we have lands but too few people? If we were wil ing to share some of our lands

with Hetar they would probably accept, and then seek to take more and more until they had it

al . They do not respect us, my lord prince. They cal  us barbarians although they surely know

better, especial y after the Winter War. They seek to wipe al  vestiges of our clan families from

history, leaving only themselves.” 

Kaliq smiled. “You are wise to understand that, Rendor of the Felan, head of the Outlands High

Council.” 

“Then how can you help us?” Rendor persisted. 

“We wil  place magical barriers about the Outlands so that none with wicked intentions may

pass through those gates and into your lands.” 

Rendor nodded. “And what are we to do then?” 

“You wil  live your lives as you always have, in peace, going about your daily business,” Kaliq

said. 

“And Lara? Where wil  she go, and wil  she come back to us?” Rendor asked. 

“Do not ask him questions he cannot or wil  not answer,” Lara chuckled. “He wil  speak to you

in riddles as he does to me when I inquire of him that which he does not wish to impart. Such

answers wil  only hurt your head as they do mine. I am content to go, Rendor, knowing that my

beloved Outlands wil  be safe in my absence. I wil  not leave you forever. I wil  be back. After al , 

my children are Outlanders.” 

“I think we have concluded our business here,” Kaliq said to those about the board. “Ilona, 

have you anything you wish to say before we take our leave of Lara and her friends?” 

“Rendor, because you now stand in Vartan’s place, and you, Liam, because you wil  care for

my grandchildren, I give you permission to cal  my name should you need me. This is my gift to

you, and a privilege al owed few, especial y mortals.” 

The two Outlander lords bowed low to the faerie queen and thanked her for her generosity. 

Ilona then embraced her daughter. “I wil  see you before you leave Camdene, for I intend that

my grandchildren know me wel  before you go that I may help to comfort them when you are

gone. Is your Noss competent to care for Dil on and Anoush? I seem to recal  she was a girl

afraid of her own shadow.” 

Lara smiled, and stroked her mother’s delicate cheek. “She is grown now, the parent of one

son, and another soon to come. Her marriage has given her confidence, Mother. My son and

daughter wil  be safe with her, and loved, too. Having to leave them is what I feared when I

gave Vartan children, but I always thought their father would be here with them.” She sighed. 

“But they wil  have you, Bera, Liam, Noss and a whole clan of Fiacre who wil  watch over them, 

for they are Vartan’s offspring.” 

“Beware Bera,” Ilona advised. 

“Why?” Lara wanted to know. “She has always been good to me, and she adores Dil on and

Anoush.” 

“The death of her sons, the manner in which each died, remains with her, and always wil . She

cannot forgive Adon for his murder of Vartan, Lara. But neither can she forget that you slew

Adon. She wil  appear to recover eventual y, but she wil  never quite be the same again. What

has happened to her has brought a madness into her soul. It lies beneath the surface of her

sanity. She wil  raise Cam to be every bit as heroic as Vartan, but there is evil in that child’s

blood that cannot be extinguished. One day he wil  have to be slain, too, for the sake of the

Fiacre. It would have been better if he had never been born,” Ilona declared vehemently. 

“Then teach my children to be wary of him,” Lara said. 

Ilona nodded. “I must go. I wil  be back before you leave here.” 

The two women embraced, and the men with them marveled that they looked more like sisters

than mother and daughter, such was the faerie blood. There was a smal  thunderclap, and

Ilona, queen of the Forest Faeries, with a wave of her hand disappeared into her cloud of

purple haze. 

Lara now turned to Kaliq and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you, my dear friend, for coming

on this day of days. Wil  I see you again?” 

“If it pleases you,” he told her. 

“Do you stil  love me, Kaliq?” she asked him, curious. 

“I wil  always love you, Lara, daughter of Swiftsword,” he told her. And then he was gone, 

seeming to evaporate into the very shadows that had suddenly arisen to surround him. 

Lara was now left with but two companions. She turned to them saying, “I am tired, and wil  find

my bed. Rendor, pray do not leave Camdene until we have spoken in private again.” Then she

turned away from them and was gone from the hal . 

Rendor and Liam now found seats by the hal  fire that they might speak privily. A servant

appeared, bringing them cups of wine, and was then gone again. 

“I am almost frightened by what has transpired here this night,” Liam said. “It would appear

great changes are coming to al  of us. What part we are to play in those changes I cannot tel .” 

He sighed. “I have never wanted to lead the Fiacre, I should have been content being Vartan’s

cousin and friend, Noss’s husband, and father to my children.” 

“The elders would not have chosen you had they not felt you were the right man,” Rendor said. 

“Remember that once before they asked you.” 

“They asked because my father had been lord of this family after Vartan’s father died,” Liam

answered him. “It was a matter of pure courtesy. They knew Vartan was the man who should

lead us, and so did I.” 

“And yet they have chosen you now,” Rendor noted. “I think, Liam, that you underestimate

yourself and your abilities. As for the great changes to come, and what should be done, I

believe we should fol ow the Shadow Prince’s advice. We wil  live as we have always lived.” 

“Do you think that magic can real y protect us from Hetar’s greed?” Liam said. 

“I do,” Rendor replied. “Prince Kaliq would not have said it otherwise.” Of course, Kaliq had

also said magic could not protect them forever. But perhaps it would serve long enough for

Lara to find the destiny that would save them al  from disaster. He emptied his cup. “It has

been a long day, my friend,” he said to Liam. “I think I shal  find my bed now.” 

Liam stood up. “I had best be getting home,” he responded. “Noss is near her time, and she

likes me with her.” 

In her bedchamber behind the hal  Lara lay sleepless. Vartan was gone. Every vestige of him

was gone, burned in the fire that freed his soul from his body. He would be remembered in the

oral history of the Outlands by the Devyn bards who were already singing of him. Once his

generation had departed this world there would be few remaining who would remember the

man, but they would know the legend of Vartan, Lord of the Fiacre. She wept silently again in

the darkness of the night for the man who had been her mate. He had been a good man, a

great leader. He had made a safe haven for her among the Fiacre. She was angry that fate

dictated his demise, and yet had he lived, he would have resisted her going. And had he lived, 

would she even have heeded the cal ing of the voice within her? Ilona might claim that her

daughter was not responsible for Vartan’s death, but Lara was not at al  certain of that. She

was beginning to realize that this destiny she had put from her mind these last five years was

bigger than even she could imagine. And she was stil  not certain of what exactly it was. She

turned onto her side, punching at her pil ows, and tried to sleep. 

She had the summer ahead to consider, long days of warm sun and gentle breezes to spend

with her children. Days in which she would prepare Dil on for life without either of his parents. 

She most regretted that her daughter was so young. Anoush would not real y remember either

her mother or her father, and that was a tragedy. But Dil on could tel  his little sister of their

parents as long as he could remember them. Vartan’s face was already receding from her. 

Would her son’s memory be any better? And what of Cam, Adon’s son? They had never been

friends to begin with, but Bera would surely try to foster a relationship between the cousins. 

Lara was not certain what to do about that. It seemed sad to deny Cam his place among them, 

but had not her own mother warned that Cam would be a troublesome child, and a dangerous

man? 

AT SUNRISE, Lara awoke surprised, for she had not remembered fal ing asleep the night

before. Stretching she considered the day ahead. Rendor would want to leave today, and she

must speak with him before he did. And she, Noss and Liam must decide the time for the new

Lord of the Fiacre to move into the lord’s house. It should be soon, for until Liam had made the

house his there would be those who would always consider it Vartan’s house — such was the

nature of the Fiacre. She sat up, swinging her feet over the edge of the bed. First she wanted

a bath. Slipping a house robe over her nakedness she slipped through a smal  door that led

outside to a pergola thick with flowering vines that shaded the path to the bathhouse. 

In the hal  the servants were already at their daily tasks. With the old lord buried and gone, they

returned to their comfortable routine. As they worked they gossiped with one another for they

had heard that the new lord would be moving into the house shortly. Was it real y true? When? 

But no one knew, and then Rendor, the lord of the Felan, and new high council leader was

coming to the high board, and needed to be fed. Lara joined him shortly afterwards, fresh from

her ablutions. 

“You look tired,” Rendor noted as she sat down next to him. 

“I am,” Lara admitted. “I don’t think I have slept wel  since Vartan’s death.” 

“But now you have the summer ahead with your children,” he remarked. 

“I wil  come to you before the Gathering,” Lara told him. “Wil  you escort me to King Archeron’s

palace?” 

“Of course,” he said, “but what of the Fiacre?” 

“When the day comes I wil  leave quietly. It is always best to leave quietly,” Lara said softly. “I

wil  use my magic to come to you. But I would ride to King Archeron’s palace as we once did

when Vartan first met him.” 

“You have entrusted me with a great responsibility, Lara,” he said changing the subject. 

“You were the perfect choice, Rendor. You have dignity and you have presence, which wil  be

crucial in dealing with Hetar. First impressions are important with them. If you show them a

strong leader they wil  respect you if for no other reason than the way you appear to them. But

you are also wise, and wil  not be easily fooled by them. If they manage to get through the

magic barriers that the Shadow Princes erect around the Outlands, be wary, and put off

dealing with them as long as you can. Do not al ow them to press you into any quick decisions, 

my friend. Hetarians are crafty folk,” she concluded with a smal  smile. “Do not al ow their

charm and exquisite manners to lul  you in a false sense of security. They are not to be trusted. 

” 

“If the magic barrier is strong, wil  they be able to get through?” Rendor wondered. 

“The princes said those with no evil intent wil  pass between the two lands easily. Those who

wish to treat with you first wil  be harmless. And it is better that Hetar not know of the magic

that wil  protect the Outlands from them — at least not right away,” she chuckled. “What the

princes have done is to protect the Outlands from a military attack, Rendor. But there are

different kinds of invasion. You must beware of a more subtle incursion by Hetar.” 

“You have given me much to consider,” Rendor said. 

“You wil  have to tel  each clan lord before they leave today of the prince’s gift to the Outlands

so they wil  not be afraid. And so that Roan may not frighten them into a war that need not be

fought at al ,” Lara advised. 

Rendor chuckled. “Roan would be most distressed to learn how wel  you know him.” 

“Then perhaps it is better we not tel  him,” Lara replied with a smal  smile. 

“If you had not this destiny of yours to fol ow I think you would have made the Fiacre an

excel ent clan leader, Lara,” Rendor told her. “You are truly an amazing woman, and it is the

Fiacre’s loss that you must leave them.” 

“I have given the Fiacre my counsel for five years now, and I have given them Vartan’s son and

daughter. I cannot imagine being here without Vartan. But one day I wil  return, for this is where

I mean to live out my days, Rendor. Keep the Outlands safe for me.” 

“I wil  try,” he responded, and then he arose. “I must go now. The journey home wil  not be

nearly as easy as it was coming here,” he grinned at her. 

“I suppose I could transport you al  back to your lands,” Lara said thoughtful y. 

He laughed. “You would frighten those of my clan who came to pay Vartan homage, and are

not used to your magic. No. We wil  ride home.” He took her hand in his, and putting it first to

his heart, then kissed it, bowing to her as he did so. “Farewel , Lara. Rahil and I wil  look

forward to your coming in early autumn.” 

“I wil  send word before I come,” she promised him as she walked outside to see him off. And

then she went to each of the clan lords, bidding them and their clan people farewel , and

thanking them for coming to honor Vartan’s life and last journey. Bowing to each group she

said the same words. “I appreciate the homage you offered my husband as he departed for

the realm of the Celestial Actuary.” She stood as each group departed. Final y, Camdene was

as it should be on a midsummer morning. The streets were quiet. The men in the fields tended

to the crops and the clan’s herds of cattle. The women went about the business of childcare, 

housework and gardening. Lara returned to the hal  to find Bera awaiting her. 

“We must talk,” her mother-in-law said calmly. But the calm surrounding Bera was so fragile

that Lara could almost see it. 

“Come, and sit,” Lara invited the older woman. “Have you eaten?” She brought Bera to the

high board, and signaled to a servant to bring food. 

“Everything tastes like sawdust now,” Bera remarked. 

“I know,” Lara agreed as she poured a goblet of wine for Bera. 

Bera drank slowly, and then she set the goblet down. “What is to happen now, Lara?” she

asked the young woman in a plaintive tone. “You were Vartan’s wife. These decisions are

yours to make now.” 

“I think it best that Liam have this hal  that has been for so many years the center of Camdene. 

I know his father did not rule from here, but both Vartan and his father did,” Lara began. “Now

that our people must deal more with Hetar it is important that the clan lord have a fine dwel ing. 

And frankly, Liam and Noss wil  need a larger house with four children to raise.” 

“Four?” Bera looked confused. “I thought there was but one, and another to come soon. Has

my poor mind gone entirely?” 

“Liam and Noss wil  be raising Dil on and Anoush for me,” Lara said. “I cannot have them living

in the same house as Adon’s son, Bera. I am sorry. That is why my children have not been

here these past few days, but have remained with Noss. You wil  be moved to Liam’s house

with Cam. You wil  continue to be respected as Vartan’s mother. You wil  lack for nothing. But

my children wil  eschew Cam.” 

“But they are cousins,” Bera said. 

“Cam is Adon’s son. Adon kil ed my children’s father,” Lara replied. 

“And you kil ed both Adon and Elin,” Bera responded. “You slew Cam’s parents without

mercy.” She looked directly into Lara’s green eyes. 

“Aye, I did, and I have not a single regret,” Lara answered, returning the look even as she

remembered her mother’s words regarding Bera. “Cam is his parents’ child. Their tainted

blood runs in his veins. He wil  never be free of their curse.” 

“You have a faerie’s cold heart,” Bera said cruel y. 

Lara smiled softly, and nodded. “I do,” she agreed, “but it is for my children. If I did not, I should

not be able to do what I must do. Do not trifle with me in this matter, Bera. I wil  not al ow your

sentimental heart to endanger Vartan’s son and daughter. If it were up to me I should take

Adon’s spawn far out on the plain and leave him there to die. Indeed, it might be better for al

concerned if I did. But against my better judgment I wil  give him to you to raise. Just keep him

away from my children.” Then Lara left her mother-in-law at the high board while she went to

find Noss and Liam to discuss the moving arrangements. 

Several days later the transfer of households was completed. Despite Noss’s protest, Lara

had moved from the lord’s bedchamber into a bedspace in the little hal  that had once been

Bera’s personal domain. She found that she slept far better in the enclosed place than she

had in the large bed she had once shared with Vartan. And her children were close by in the

nursery chamber. But Bera had hardly spoken to her after their last conversation, and she had

not seen Cam at al . 

The summer days seemed longer than she had ever remembered them being. She sloughed

off the responsibilities of the lord’s wife like a snake shedding its skin. Noss was now the lady

of the Fiacre, and while Lara was happy to advise her, she was glad to see Noss pick up the

duties and obligations that belonged to her high office. She spent much of her day with her two

children. Anoush was toddling, and seemed fearless. Dil on kept to Lara’s side like a smal

burr, ful  of questions and mischief. He made her laugh as no one else ever did. 

One afternoon they sat beneath a tree in the grass. Anoush had fal en asleep in Lara’s lap, 

and Dil on, leaning against his mother, demanded a story from her. It was time, Lara realized, 

to tel  him her story. She began. 

“Once a beautiful faerie girl ensorcel ed a handsome Midlands farmer lad. She took him away

to her bower in the forest where they made love for days on end. And in time she birthed a

beautiful daughter whom she loved dearly. But when the baby was just a few months old the

beautiful faerie girl had to leave her child, and her lover. She sent them back out into their own

world.” 

“Why?” Dil on wanted to know. 

“Because the beautiful faerie girl had certain obligations to her own mother, and family,” Lara

explained. “The lad she loved could not live in her world, nor could she have lived in his. 

Sometimes, my son, you must place your family duties above al  else, and so it was with the

beautiful faerie woman.” She caressed his dark hair gently. 

“What happened to the farmer’s lad, and their child?” Dil on asked. 

“He took his daughter and returned to his parents’ house. But, alas, his father had died in the

time he had been away, and his older brother was now the head of their family. The brother did

not want the child in his house. He said her faerie blood would bring bad luck on them al .” 

“That’s sil y,” Dil on said scornful y. “Everyone knows that faeries bring good fortune, Mama. I

think this farmer was a fool.” 

Lara grinned. “I think so, too,” she said. 

“So what happened next?” 

“Dorjan, the foolish farmer, said his brother must go, and take his child with him. But Ida, his

mother, protested, and said if Dorjan sent his brother and the child from their house she would

go with them. Dorjan would not relent, and so Ida, her younger son and the infant went to the

City. There the son became a famous mercenary, and Ida raised her granddaughter. But when

the child was ten years of age the grandmother died. 

“The girl kept house for her father until he found a fine wife, Susanna, the daughter of a

Midlands farmer. They wed, and Susanna gave her husband a son whom they cal ed Mikhail. 

“But the Mercenary was sad, for he wished to better his position in life. The only way he could

do that was by becoming a Crusader Knight. He very much wanted to enter the tournament

that was held once every three years to choose new knights, but he had not the means. And

then he realized he had one valuable possession — his beautiful half-faerie daughter. If he

sold her to Gaius Prospero, the Master of the Merchants, he would have everything he needed

for the tournament. A fine warhorse, new weapons and the best armor. His battle skil s, he

knew, would gain him the place he sought. And when he became a Crusader Knight his wife

and son would be moved to the beautiful Garden District into a beautiful house with slaves of

their own. His son would receive the finest education. But only if he sold his daughter into

slavery. There was no other way for him, and besides, he had not even enough coin to give his

daughter a dower portion. And so he sold his eldest child, but she was happy to be the means

by which her father might advance himself. And she was very proud when he won his place

among the Crusader Knights.” 

“What happened to her then?” Dil on asked eagerly. 

“She was sold again, this time to the Forest Lords. But the Forest Lords were cruel masters, 

and so with the aid of a smal  giant named Og, she escaped the forest. She and Og traveled

to the desert of the Shadow Princes, and there she learned how to love properly, and how to

fight wel , for she had inherited her father’s warrior skil s. And after a time the Shadow Princes

sent her away into the Outlands where she met a handsome clan lord. She wed him, and they

had two fine children.” 

“Mama!” Dil on exclaimed. “This is your story, isn’t it?” 

Lara laughed, and ruffled his dark hair. “You are such a clever boy, my son,” she told him. “Yes, 

this is my story.” 

“Tel  me more,” he begged her. 

“I wil , but another day,” she promised him. “You must remember al  I tel  you, Dil on, for when I

am gone you wil  have to tel  Anoush so she wil  know who her mother was, and is.” 

And in the days that fol owed she fil ed in what she had not told him in that first tel ing. Bit by bit, 

piece by piece, Lara fleshed out her story. First she gave him his grandfather’s name. John

Swiftsword. Next he learned that in order to become a Crusader Knight a man must look as if

he were worthy. As young as he was, Dil on scorned such an attitude for his father had always

said a man’s worth showed in what he accomplished and did. Not how he looked. Hetar, he

declared, was an odd place. 

Lara told her son of her own childhood. How her grandmother had taught her al  her own skil s

of housewifery, medicine, the art of bargaining and how to tel  a good fabric from a bad one. 

And how she had had no friends among children her own age, for they feared her faerie blood. 

Yet she could not recal  ever having seen her mother. And later she learned that her father and

grandmother had forbidden the beautiful faerie woman who had birthed her to see her. But her

mother had put the crystal Lara always wore about her neck with its guardian spirit, Ethne, 

within to keep her safe. 

Lara explained how Gaius Prospero had let her remain at home until her father won his place. 

And at the urging of her elderly neighbor Lara had on her last night of freedom asked her

father to tel  her the story of his involvement with the beautiful faerie, Ilona, and how she had

come to be born. 

The Master of the Merchants had taken charge of his new slave the morning after her father’s

victory and his acceptance into the Crusader Knights. But the beautiful slave he thought to

profit from was forbidden from being sold into one of the City’s Pleasure Houses by the Head

Mistress of the Pleasure Mistresses’ Guild. 

“Why?” Dil on asked his mother. “Did they not think you beautiful enough?” 

“I was thought too beautiful,” Lara explained to him. “After I had been displayed for sale to a

very elite audience of Pleasure House owners, quarrels broke out over who should purchase

me. The Head Mistress, in order to keep the peace, forbade Gaius Prospero to sel  me in the

City. So I was sent off with a Taubyl Trader to be sold into the Coastal Kingdom.” 

As the days passed, and Lara told her son more of the story, the boy learned how she had

ended up being purchased by the Head Forester and his brother. And Lara told him of how Og

had explained the secret of the Forest Lords to her. That Maeve, the old queen of the Forest

Faeries, had cursed them with great cause. That Lara, because of her faerie blood, would not

birth any child unless she loved the man involved with al  her heart. And since she did not love

a Forest Lord, Lara and Og had devised an escape plan. 

“Then you loved my father with al  your heart,” Dil on noted. 

“I did,” Lara answered her young son. She was amazed by his understanding of her story for

he was scarcely out of babyhood. But she could see in his eyes that he did, and as the days

went by she added more detail to her tale. She told him how she and Og had fled the forest, 

and arrived in the land of the Shadow Princes. How Prince Kaliq had taken her for his lover, 

but knowing her destiny was greater, educated her and saw that she learned to fight. Kaliq had

realized her mother, Ilona, was the heiress of the old queen of the Forest Faeries. He had

engineered a reunion between the three, and Lara had learned the truth of her mother’s

desertion. Maeve had needed her. Ilona had had no other choice but to return to the faerie

kingdom. 

And on certain days Ilona herself would join them beneath the tree in the grass, and add her

own voice to Lara’s tale. On other days she would arrive with Lara’s young half brother, Cirilo, 

who was but a year older than his nephew. The two women would watch as the boys played

games together in the meadow, Anoush trailing after them. 

“They are forging a close relationship,” Lara noted to her mother one warm afternoon. “When I

first began my story Dil on thought Hetarians foolish for thinking faeries brought bad fortune. 

He said faeries only brought good luck.” 

Ilona laughed softly. “So my grandson believes we are only good. Wel , why not? In time he wil

come to see that faeries have at least two sides, as do mortals.” Then her voice grew even

more serious. “How much longer?” she asked. 

“A few more weeks,” Lara replied. “I want to be here when Noss has her new baby, and for a

short while afterwards so I may help her.” 

“Has she not servants to help her?” Ilona wanted to know. 

“Of course, but better a friend, and it gives me more time with Dil on and Anoush, Mother. I do

not know when I shal  ever see them again once I have departed the Outlands. I ache already

with my loss.” She sighed deeply with her sadness. 

“At least your children wil  know that you love them, and did not leave them wil ingly,” Ilona said, 

her tone bitter. “It wil  not be like when I was forced to leave you behind to obey the dictates of

the faerie world. Your mortal grandmother was a cruel woman, Lara. She was jealous that I

should have any influence over you.” 

“She did not know that I had a destiny, Mother. She raised me to live entirely within the mortal

realm, for she knew nothing else herself. She loved me in her own way, but like you, I, too, 

regret the years we were separated. Stil , we have each other now, and I am glad for it.” She

took up the faerie woman’s hand, and kissed it. “I do love you, Mother,” she told Ilona. 

“You have the mortal knack of taking something dark and making it light,” Ilona said with a

smal  smile. “Perhaps mortals do have a certain magic about themselves after al .” She kissed

the hand in hers. “No mother could have a better daughter.” 

NOSS DELIVERED her child, a second son, early one late summer’s morning. The child was

born healthy, howling his arrival, and with a head ful  of bright red hair like Liam. He was

named Alroy, and his mother almost fainted seeing the size of him, for his birth had been

quick. Alroy was a large infant with a prodigious appetite when put to his mother’s breast

several hours later. His hands with their thick fingers kneaded Noss’s flesh demanding it give

forth the nourishment Alroy needed. Noss was enchanted by her second son, and very proud. 

Al  the children in the house were brought to look at the new baby. 

“He has hair like Da,” Tearlach noted. 

“Big,” Anoush remarked sagely. 

“He’s going to be a great warrior,” Dil on said. 

They al  looked to the boy, curious. 

“I see it,” Dil on continued. “I can’t help it. I just do.” 

“A useful skil  to have,” Lara said. 

“It’s his faerie blood,” Asta, Liam’s mother said. 

“Yes, it is!” Lara confirmed, “and isn’t that wonderful? I have told my mother, and she wil  see

he is trained properly. My son wil  be quite a valuable asset to this clan family with such a

talent.” 

“Aye, he wil  be,” Liam replied. “But he must not be brought along too quickly lest his skil  be

harmed.” 

Lara looked to the lord grateful y. Now she knew for certain that her children would be safe. 

The days were shortening again. Lara could linger no longer, and she knew it. She could hear

Ethne, her crystal guardian, urging her to go as she lay in her bed each night. It would get no

easier, she realized, as each day passed. It would soon be time for the Gathering of the

Outlands clan families, and she had promised herself she would go before then. Noss was up

from her childbed, and managing the household wel . The boys were at their lessons daily. 

Anoush, fascinated by Noss with her new son strapped about her body, trailed her as she went

about her duties each day. It seemed to Lara that she had no place left in the hal  that had

once been hers and Vartan’s. 

“You are going, aren’t you?” Dil on said to her as she put him to bed one evening. 

“I wil  be gone when you awaken tomorrow,” Lara heard herself saying to her son. “Do not

forget me, or that I love you dearly. Do not al ow Anoush to forget me, or doubt that I loved her, 

too. I go because it is my destiny now. Do you understand, Dil on?” 

“Yes, and no, Mama,” he told her. 

She nodded. “I would wish it otherwise, my son. I believed that when this time came for us your

father would be here. Yet I seem to have no choice in this matter.” 

He nodded. “Wil  we ever see you again?” he asked her. 

“Yes,” she assured him. “I just don’t know when, Dil on.” 

“Do not forget us, Mama,” Dil on said to her. 

“Never!” Lara swore. “My blood runs in your veins, Dil on, my son.” 

He reached up, and touched her cheek with his smal  fingers. “You wil  be back, and before we

are grown,” he said with assurance. Then he closed his eyes, and Lara sat by his side until his

even breathing indicated that he had fal en asleep. 

Standing she went to the cot where her daughter lay sleeping. Anoush had her dainty form, but

like her brother she had Vartan’s coloring. She would be beautiful one day, Lara thought. 

Bending she placed a kiss on her daughter’s smooth forehead. Then leaving her two children, 

Lara returned to the hal  where Liam and Noss were sitting. 

“I must go now,” she told them. 

“Wait til  the morrow,” Noss begged her friend. 

“If I do not leave now,” Lara said, “I do not know if I can. Dasras is now my son’s horse. I have

spoken with him. Teach Dil on to ride him immediately,” Lara told Liam. “And remember your

promise. Roan may not have Dasras, no matter what he offers you.” 

“Wil  you find a way to communicate with us?” Liam wanted to know. 

“I wil  try,” Lara promised. She went to Noss, and kissed her on both cheeks. “I trust you, dear

friend,” she told her. “Do not let my children forget me.” 

“I wil  be worthy, I swear it,” Noss declared. 

Lara then walked from the hal  and out into the night. Above her the sky over the Outlands was

ablaze with stars. “Aral change!” she said, and in her temporary form as a great plains owl she

arose into the air to circle Camdene just once. And then, its great wings flapping, the night bird

turned and flew towards the coastlands. 
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THE PLAINS OWL flew steadily through the night sky. On the earth below the grazing cattle gave

way to grazing sheep. The invisible barrier between Fiacre lands and those of the Felan had

been crossed. The owl flew on until it saw below the vil age of Adrie where Rendor, Lord of the

Felan, made his home. Some few miles beyond the vil age lay the waters of the great sea of

Sagitta. The great bird was tempted to fly out over the sea, but it was beginning to tire. With a

whir of its wings the owl dropped to the land below. As its clawed feet touched the ground Lara

said, “Aral change!” and was immediately restored to her own form. 

“I thought you would come tonight,” Rendor’s voice said from the open door of his house

where he awaited her. “Welcome to Adrie, Lara. Come in!” 

“How did you guess?” Lara asked him smiling as he led her into his hal . 

Rendor’s deep laugh warmed the hal , and he pointed to his high board where Andraste, her

sword, and Verica, her staff, lay. “I knew if you sent them ahead that you would not be far

behind,” the Felan clan lord chuckled. 

Lara laughed in return. “I might have come on the morrow,” she said. 

“You would never leave the sword and staff alone long,” he replied wisely. “Their sudden

appearance quite startled a young maidservant clearing the evening meal from the table. She

shrieked with her surprise, and the staff spoke quite sharply to her, causing her to faint dead

away. I cannot recal  when Rahil and I have laughed so hard,” he finished with a grin. 

“Oh, I am sorry!” Lara apologized. “Verica dislikes magical travel, but as I did not choose to

ride, it was the simplest and easiest way to transport him. He wanted me to fly the whole

distance carrying him in the owl’s claws.” 

“Come and sit by the fire,” Rendor invited her. He walked to a sideboard and poured two smal

goblets of wine, handing her one. 

“I wil  stay with you but a few days,” Lara said. “I know you must soon depart for the Gathering.” 

“My men and I wil  personal y escort you to King Archeron,” Rendor said. “The king must be

reminded that Lara, widow of Vartan, daughter of Swiftsword, is greatly honored among al  the

Outlands clans. For al  his scorn of the City and Hetar’s government, Archeron is stil  Hetarian, 

and appearance is everything to him.” 

“Is he aware of how wel  you understand him?” Lara asked Rendor. 

“I doubt it,” Rendor replied. “He knows I am not a barbarian, but deep in his head, the doubts

linger. If I were to come into his hal  in furs, waving my sword, with helmeted warriors at my

back he would not, I believe, be in the least surprised.” The clan lord chuckled. “I always feel he

is just waiting for me to reveal my true colors and prove Hetar right, that Outlanders are

savages.” 

Lara giggled at the thought of Rendor in furs waving his sword. Then she grew serious. “We

are far more civilized here in the Outlands than in Hetar with al  its rules and mores.” 

“Then why do you return to it?” Rendor asked her. 

“It is that damned destiny I seem to have been given,” Lara told him. “I knew, and Vartan knew, 

too, that one day it would cal  me from the Outlands. I have no idea why I am going to the

Coastal Kingdom, but that is where I am meant to be now. In the night I have asked Ethne, my

crystal guardian, and she agrees. But Archeron’s realm and that of his brothers is not my final

destination, Rendor. I do not yet know where I wil  go, but when it is time I wil .” 

He sighed. “I am sorry for it. We need you in the Outlands.” 

Lara shook her head. “You are protected, and you are capable of managing the Hetarians, 

dear Rendor, that I know. Though I have taught you al , you learned the lesson best next to

Vartan. The Outlands wil  be safe under your guidance.” 

Rendor’s wife, Rahil, came into the hal . “Ah,” she said smiling, her warm brown eyes lighting

with her pleasure at seeing their guest, “you have arrived, Lara. I bid you welcome. Did my

husband tel  you of the poor maidservant?” 

“He did, and I am so sorry to have frightened the girl,” Lara apologized. 

Rahil laughed. “Our people are not used to such magic,” she said. “Are you tired? I have

prepared a guest chamber for you.” 

“I am tired,” Lara admitted. “I have not shape-shifted in some time now, and I flew the distance

between Camdene and Adrie without stopping.” 

“And I do not doubt you have not slept wel , if at al , since…” Rahil hesitated. 

“No,” Lara replied. “I have not slept wel  since Vartan’s death.” 

“Then come along,” Rahil said. “I wil  show you to your chamber.” 

“Good night, Rendor, and thank you for your hospitality,” Lara said as she rose, and then

fol owed Rahil’s comfortable shape from the hal . 

Her chamber was inviting, with a smal  fire to take the chil  off the night, and a comfortable bed. 

Lara bid her hostess good-night and, stripping off her gown, climbed beneath the coverlet. To

her surprise she was asleep almost immediately, and she did not awaken until half of the next

day had passed. She probably would have slept a few more hours but that Rahil entered the

chamber bearing a tray of food. 

“I have decided that you must be cosseted,” she told Lara. “For the moment you have no

responsibilities but to yourself. You must regain your strength if you are to continue on your

journey.” She took a bowl from the tray, plunked a spoon into it and handed it to Lara. “Eat,” 

she commanded the younger woman. 

Lara did not argue. The truth was she was stil  tired, and felt weak. The bowl contained a

delicious stew of meat and vegetables, which she savored slowly. When the bowl was halfempty Rahil tucked a slice of bread and butter into a corner of the bowl. Their eyes met, and

Lara smiled. “Thank you,” she said, and then she continued eating. 

“I have three daughters, and like their mother none knows when to rest. I see you are much the

same,” Rahil noted. “Did Bera not see to your welfare in the days fol owing Vartan’s murder?” 

“Bera lost her reason after what she had seen. She could do nothing more than weep, and

curse fate over what had transpired.” 

“Then you did it al ? The preparations for the departure ceremony? For al  the guests? You

sent the messengers out?” Rahil was surprised, and a little bit shocked. 

“Noss looked after my children,” Lara said. “And Bera recovered enough to move from

Vartan’s hal  into a smal er house with Cam. I saw her settled before I left.” 

“Liam now rules in that hal ?” Rahil nodded almost to herself. “It was a wise and generous thing

to do, Lara.” 

“Our home was the finest in Camdene, and should be the lord’s house,” Lara replied. “He and

Noss have taken Dil on and Anoush to raise with their sons. And Noss has had another boy, 

Alroy. He was born with red hair like Liam.” 

Rahil smiled as she took the empty stew bowl from Lara and replaced it with another dish

containing a baked apple swimming in rich golden cream. “So Noss wil  have three lads and a

little lass to bring up. I have been told she is a good wife to Liam.” 

“They are fortunate in each other,” Lara said. She spooned up the apple, licking at the corner

of her mouth to catch a stray bit of the sweet. 

“When you have finished you are to go back to sleep,” Rahil told her. “I have brought you a cup

of wine into which I have mixed a sleeping draught. You should sleep until the morning.” She

took the empty bowl that had held the apple, noting with pleasure that Lara had eaten every

scrap. Setting the bowl on the tray she handed her guest the cup of wine. 

Lara sipped it slowly. She was sated with the good meal, warm, and actual y beginning to

relax. “You are so good to me, and I thank you,” she told Rahil. “When I arrived last night I felt

drained of al  my strength. I am yet weakened by everything that has transpired in these last

few months.” 

“Whatever it is you are meant to do,” Rahil said, “it is for the good of us al , Lara. Whatever I

may do to ease your burden, I wil  do.” She took the now empty cup from the younger woman, 

bending to kiss her on the forehead as she might a child. “Go to sleep now,” she said, and

picking up the tray, hurried from the room. 

Lara slept, as Rahil had predicted, until the fol owing morning. She awoke to see through a

smal  paned window to one side of her bed the sky colored with the coming sunrise. A gentle

breeze slipped through the slightly open window. Lara stretched herself. For the first time in

weeks she felt good. Her body no longer ached with sorrow and tension. She felt a faint

excitement as she considered what might lie ahead for her. And she realized that she was

looking forward to going into the Coastal Kingdom. 

“Hetar.” She said the word softly. A place careful y divided into Forest, Desert, Coast and

Midlands. A place where al  roads led to the City at its center. Hetar, where appearance and

possessions were everything; where each citizen’s life was lived by careful rules that dictated

his or her place within society. And yet there were ways to advance if one fol owed the rules. 

She had not realized until she had begun her travels how stifling it had al  been. She might

have never known, had she not been sent from the City on that early morning over seven years

ago. 

She might now have been a Pleasure Woman in one of the City’s great Pleasure Houses. A

creature of beauty, skil ed in al  the amatory arts, whose sole reason for being was to give and

to receive pleasure. But if that had been her fate she should never have learned how to love, or

to be loved. Or that her faerie blood al owed her to practice good magic. Or that her sire’s

blood had given her the ability to be the great warrior she had become. She often wondered

what John Swiftsword would think of his daughter now. Did he know she had played an

important part in the Winter War? 

Lara swung her legs over the edge of the bed and stood up. Yes! She was beginning to feel

like herself again. She walked to the window, and pushing it al  the way open, she breathed in

the soft air, smel ing the tangy salt of the sea on the breeze. Tomorrow. She would leave for

King Archeron’s palace tomorrow! And then she heard Ethne, her crystal guardian, quite

clearly. She reached for the crystal that hung from the gold chain about her neck. 

 No,  Ethne said.  You need more rest, my child. Here you are safe. You will never really be

 safe in Hetar while Gaius Prospero and his compatriots hold power. 

 But Rendor and his people must leave soon for the Gathering,  Lara protested in the silent

discourse they had always used to speak with one another. 

 The Gathering is over a month away, Lara. Take this time while you have it, my child. You

 must be strong for what lies ahead. 

 Very well,  Lara agreed, and the tiny flame in the crystal flickered. “Why,” she muttered softly to

herself, “do the magical beings surrounding me always speak in riddles?” Her ears pricked at

the faint sound of laughter. 

But Ethne had been right. Lara discovered that she was stil  tired, and very worn. 

She enjoyed having Rahil fuss over her, plying her with tasty meals and making her sleep early, 

and rise late. Her strength began to return, and after two weeks had passed Lara decided it

was now time to leave the Felan. “Tomorrow,” she said that evening to Rendor as they al  sat at

the high board. 

He nodded. “Is dawn too early?” 

“Rendor!” Rahil protested. 

“It is perfect,” Lara agreed, and put a comforting hand on Rahil’s hand. “I am wel  and strong

again, thanks to you,” she told the woman. “But it is now time for me to go, dear friend. I sense

it.” 

A tear slipped down Rahil’s sweet round face. “You have suffered so much,” she said. “It

doesn’t seem fair to me.” 

“You should see her with that sword of hers,” Rendor told his wife. “If you did you would not be

fooled by her delicate face and form, wife.” And he chuckled. “Each time I hear Andraste sing it

sends icy ripples through me.” 

“She is a very fierce battle spirit,” Lara agreed. 

“And wil  you appear before King Archeron as you did the first time?” Rendor wanted to know. 

“Al  beautiful and faerie in a flowing white gown?” 

“No,” Lara told him. “I wil  appear as the warrior I am so Archeron wil  not be mistaken in his

opinion of me. I have a destiny to fulfil , and I can al ow none to stop me, Rendor.” 

Rendor nodded. “Then I am reassured,” he said with a broad smile. 

It was a ful  day’s ride to reach the palace of King Archeron. They left just before sunrise, and

reached the sea as the sun pushed up over the horizon. As they rested their horses briefly

Lara was suddenly assailed by a thought as she looked out over the blue waters. Where did

these waters come from? Where did they end? Did the Coastal Kings know? Would they tel

her? And why had she not considered this before, when she first saw the Sea of Sagitta? 

Lara knew that her destiny had something to do with this great sea whose waves rol ed onto

the sandy beach she now traveled. But what? Archeron would surely know more about it. She

would ask him. The sea had to end somewhere, didn’t it? Was there a sandy beach like this

one on its far side? And if there was, were there people, too? Was it possible Hetar and the

Outlands were not al  there was to this world which they inhabited? The closer she got to

Archeron’s palace the more questions seemed to flood her mind. 

“You are quiet,” Rendor noted as they rode along. 

“Do you know where the sea ends?” Lara asked him. 

The Lord of the Felan look puzzled, and then he said, “The sea just  is,  Lara.” 

“You have never considered what might be on the other side of this sea?” She could see she

was confusing him, but perhaps he had heard something that she could coax him to recal  by

questioning him. 

“The sea is the sea,” he answered her. “It is there. It has always been there.” 

“Think, Rendor. Yours are the only lands among the Outlands clans to border this water. The

Coastal Kings are the only ones in Hetar to border this water. The sea must begin in one

place, and end in another. There must be something on its other side.” 

“What other side?” Rendor asked now looking seriously befuddled. 

He didn’t understand. And truth be known, Lara wasn’t certain she understood either. So many

questions fil ing her head, brought about just by looking upon the Sea of Sagitta again. “I am

being foolish,” she said to him, and when she saw the relief in his eyes she knew she had

been wise to end the conversation. Rendor hadn’t the least notion to what she had been

referring, or what she had meant. But she would wager that King Archeron would understand. 

The exquisite fabrics, the unique and beautiful jewelry the Coastal Kings brought into the City

did not come from their hands. She had seen no manufactories on the coast. So where did the

luxury goods come from? 

As the morning became afternoon, and then late afternoon, they saw a troop of horsemen

coming toward them. Lara was surprised until she realized that Archeron had sent an escort to

bring her to him. “How did they know we were coming?” she asked Rendor. 

He nodded his head toward the heights that bordered the beach. “Watchtowers. Discreetly

placed, I wil  grant you, but there. You don’t notice them because they look like piles of stones. 

And they have developed some sort of silent code using flags so that one tower may signal to

another.” 

“How clever, and how very Hetarian,” Lara chuckled. “I did not notice them the first time we

came. That was careless of me.” 

“Nay,” Rendor said. “You were coming as Vartan’s wife, to help make peace between the

Outlands and Hetar. The mystical faerie woman.” He grinned. 

Lara laughed. “Yes, I seem to remember I wore a gown that certainly gave weight to my

legend. I carried it to Adrie in a smal  carved wooden fruit. Vartan was very impressed by a

woman who packed so lightly, and looked so beautiful nonetheless.” 

“The gown was concealed in a wooden fruit?” Rendor roared with laughter. “I had not heard

that before.” Then he grew serious. “He loved you very much, you know, Lara. He said he could

not have accomplished what he did without you.” 

“He always underestimated himself,” Lara said softly. “He had such greatness in him. I am stil

angry that fate let that greatness be silenced. My heart is broken, yet I felt nothing at al , 

Rendor. I feel no guilt for the lives I took. The sorrow consuming me is for Vartan, and for the

Fiacre. But I have no pity for Adon and Elin.” 

“I regret Vartan’s death is taking you from us,” Rendor said. 

“Vartan’s death was but the catalyst. He and I both knew I would leave the Fiacre one day

when my destiny cal ed to me again.” Lara sighed deeply, but said nothing more on the

subject. What else was there to say? 

The escort from the Coastal Kings reached her, and Lara was not surprised to see that it was

King Archeron himself who led them. He was a tal , handsome man with silvery white hair and

eyes the deep blue of the sea. Sliding quickly from his mount he looked up at Lara and kissed

her hand. “Welcome back, widow of Vartan, daughter of Swiftsword,” he greeted her. And then

he lifted her from her mount. “Let us walk a ways along the shore, my friend.” Archeron tucked

her hand in his arm. 

“You are sad,” Lara noted astutely. “What has happened, my lord king?” 

“Like you,” Archeron answered her, “I have recently lost my mate.” 

“Alina is dead? We had not heard this in the Outlands,” Lara said. 

“We sent her out to sea just a few days ago. It was sudden, and very unexpected,” Archeron

replied. His jewel-like eyes were bleak with his mourning. 

“You put your dead in the sea?” Lara was fascinated. 

“We come from the sea,” Archeron said. “And so when our mortal bodies die we return them

to the sea. They are sent out into the waters with al  the goods that they wil  need to live in the

realm of the Celestial Actuary. Alina’s vessel was beautiful y decked, and I did not stint my

queen. What do you do in the Outlands?” Now it was the Coastal King who was curious. 

“Vartan was set upon a great bier within his hal  for two days. It al owed al  who wished to pay

him honor to do so. The mourners are housed and fed at the family’s expense,” Lara

explained. “On the third day the body is brought out of the hal  to be placed upon a great

funeral pyre, which is then set alight at the hour of the sunset. My son and I remained with him

until al  that was left were ashes. A wind then sprang up, and blew the ashes away, spreading

them throughout the Outlands. This is the custom of the Outlands. It is cal ed a departure

ceremony. Criminals, however, are buried in the earth to rot while their souls suffer the torment

of the damned. Vartan’s murderer and his wicked wife were so disposed of after I slew them,” 

Lara responded. 

Archeron nodded. “I was told his brother kil ed him,” he said. 

“Aye,” Lara answered him. “Adon had always envied his elder sibling, but I would have never

thought he would do something like this. His wife, of course, urged him to it. I always knew Elin

was ambitious, but her actions orphaned and endangered her only child. Now his grandmother

wil  raise him alone, and the child wil  be held responsible for his parents’ actions by many

among the Fiacre.” 

“Did you ever consider that there was more to this?” King Archeron asked Lara. 

Lara stopped suddenly. “What is it you are saying to me, my lord king?” 

“Vartan was a powerful voice for the Outlands, Lara, and with you advising him, who knew

what heights he might have reached? I have heard a rumor, faint, but very distinct, that there

were certain men among the powerful in the City, who considered him a great threat to Hetar

and to their own ambitions. And, too, a violent death that Vartan’s faerie wife could not prevent

might easily contribute to lessening your own authority.” 

Lara was stunned by his quiet words. For the tiniest moment she felt dizzy, as if she were

going to col apse. Then, as a growing anger caused new strength to flow through her, she

said, “And has any name emerged from among these certain powerful men, my lord king? 

Could Gaius Prospero be among them?” 

“He has never forgiven you for the loss of prestige he suffered in the Winter War. It has taken

him five years to regain his popularity, and to come within sight again of his goal to be made

emperor of Hetar, Lara,” King Archeron responded. 

“And wil  he be made emperor?” 

“We wil  have a better idea of what is happening in the City when Arcas returns. He is serving

as one of our representatives on the council right now.” 

“So my husband’s murder was an assassination,” Lara said quietly. “Gaius Prospero, clinging

to his belief that the Outlands is peopled by savages, thought that by removing Vartan the

al iance between the clan families would col apse.” She sighed bitterly. “His ignorance is

terrifying, my lord king. The clan families are more determined than ever to remain strongly

united. Rendor was chosen head of the council to replace Vartan. And they have made Roan

of the Aghy their war leader. An incursion into our lands, an attack on any of them by Hetar, wil

be met with military action. This would-be emperor wil  set our world aflame with his ambitions. 

But how did Gaius Prospero get to Adon, or was it Elin to whom he appealed? Of course! It

would have been Elin. That poor foolish woman with her pitiful dreams of her husband leading

the Fiacre. Even had Vartan died a natural death, the Fiacre would not have chosen Adon to

lead them.” 

“What wil  you do now?” the Coastal King asked his beautiful guest. They began to walk along

the beach once again. 

Lara shrugged. “My destiny is cal ing once more.” 

“And it cal ed you to come to me?” He smiled down at her. “I am flattered.” 

“It cal ed me to the coast, but for what reason I do not yet know, my lord king. But I have many

questions to ask you.” 

“I wil  answer those I can,” he promised her. 

“You must answer them al ,” she told him. 

Archeron looked sharply at Lara. “Indeed,” he murmured. 

She laughed up at him. “I found the nearer I came to your kingdom the more curious I became. 

I know you possess the knowledge I seek, my lord king.” 

He smiled. “I wil  deny you nothing, Lara. I, too, know you have a destiny. There is a prophecy, 

known only to a few, in the Book of Hetar, which can be found in the temple of the Celestial

Actuary in the City. I believe you are the one meant to satisfy that prophecy. And so does

Gaius Prospero or he would not be so intent on destroying you.” 

“How many others know of the prophecy?” Lara questioned him. 

“Only a handful of the high and mighty. Possibly the High Priest, but he is very old, and under

Gaius Prospero’s thumb, I fear.” 

“Tel  me what the prophecy says.” 

“From the darkness came a maiden. From the golden light came a warrior. From a distant

tomorrow wil  come Hetar’s true destiny,” King Archeron recited. 

“I was a maiden who came forth from the darkness and squalor of the City. I became a warrior

in the golden desert light of the Shadow Princes’ kingdom,” Lara said. “But where, I wonder, is

that distant tomorrow?” 

“Wherever it is, Lara, you are meant to find it,” Archeron said quietly. Then he said, “Let us

seek our horses now, and ride on to my palace.” 

Mounting, they rode along the shoreline again, King Archeron leading the way. Rendor moved

his horse up next to Lara, murmuring so softly only she could hear him. 

“What did he say?” 

“Vartan’s death may have been a cleverly planned assassination, conceived by my old friend

Gaius Prospero,” Lara replied as softly. Rendor’s face above his short brown bread darkened

with outrage, and she noted that his men were pressing in about them, shielding them from the

coastal men-at-arms. 

Lara put a warning hand on Rendor’s arm, cautioning him to silence. “This is not the doing of

the Coastal Kings, my friend,” she said low. “We never expected our relations with Hetar to be

what they once were, given the result of the Winter War. But they have struck at us in a way we

did not anticipate. Speak of this to the other lords at the Gathering, Rendor. Warn them in as

strong terms as you can that they cannot permit Hetar to lure them into any action against one

another. If something untoward happens, and it appears to be the deed of another clan family, 

be suspicious. The Outlands have not fal en into chaos, as I am quite certain Gaius Prospero

thought they would when he saw to my husband’s murder. Instead another clan lord was

chosen to lead us. Gaius wil  now consider other ways of causing difficulty for you and the

Outlands. Beware, and be suspicious of Hetar no matter their soft words. They are desperate

and have no place to go, no way to feed their growing population, no way to make new profits. 

You are protected for now, but you wil  not be forever. The clan lords must plan for that day.” 

“I wish you were not leaving us,” Rendor said once again. 

“I wil  not be gone from you forever,” Lara promised. 

Shortly before the sunset they arrived at the palace of King Archeron. The entire household

was in mourning for his queen, Alina. There would be no banquet tonight to welcome the

visitors. Rendor’s men were led off to be fed and shown to their sleeping spaces. The king led

Lara and the new head of the Outlands High Council into a smal  dining chamber overlooking

the great Sea of Sagitta. Servants brought silver basins of perfumed water with which to wash

the journey from their faces and hands. Then they stretched out on the three dining couches

and the meal was served. 

Lara’s appetite was smal  that evening. She could not take her eyes from the sea beyond the

palace. The sky above it was clear blue, and stained with streamers of rich color from the sun

setting over the Outlands beyond the waters. A thin gold crescent moon was rising out of the

sea, and above it the great star, Beltair, glistened brightly. It had been a long day, but she was

not yet tired. Rahil’s care had helped Lara regain her strength again, and soon, soon she

sensed, something was preparing to set the course of her life on another path once again. 

“You are quiet,” King Archeron final y said to Lara. 

“You have given me a great deal to consider this day,” she answered him. 

The king turned to Rendor. “She has told you?” 

“Aye,” Rendor replied. 

“Good!” Archeron answered him. “The Outlands must be on their guard.” 

“You are Hetarian, and yet you do not agree with your own government,” Rendor said. “Why?” 

“The government has been corrupted by greedy men,” King Archeron replied. “And these men

wil  bring sorrow to Hetar. I but attempt to delay the inevitable.” 

Rendor nodded. “You wil  guard Lara from harm, my friend, wil  you not?” 

“I wil , for she has a destiny to fulfil .” He smiled. 

Lara and Rendor laughed. 

Then Rendor said, “I shal  leave early in the morning. We wil  depart for the Gathering in a few

days. It should be a most interesting time this year.” 

“Give my regards to the lords,” Lara told him. And then she arose. “My lord king, wil  you have

someone show me to the chamber that is to be mine?” 

Archeron cal ed a servant, and gave the woman her instructions. 

Lara walked to where Rendor was now standing. Rising up on her toes, she kissed him on

both cheeks. “Until we meet again, my Lord of the Felan,” she said. “The Celestial Actuary

guide you in al  that you undertake, and keep the Outlands safe from evil men. Farewel !” Then

turning to her host, she bid him good-night and fol owed the servant from the little dining hal . 

The chamber to which Lara was brought was not the same one she had once shared with

Vartan, and she was grateful for Archeron’s sensitivity. But like that room, it had a single large

arched window with an almost hidden door that opened onto a marble terrace overlooking the

sea. The servant showed Lara the bathing pool, which was on that terrace, and not inside her

chamber. Then she bowed, and left the king’s guest to herself. 

Lara dipped her hand into the smal  square pool. The water was warm and scented with yel ow

primrose. With a smile Lara pul ed off her boots and stripped off her leather pants, her vest

and her shirt. Not even bothering to pin her hair up, she stepped naked into the pool with a

deep sigh of pleasure. There was nothing like a warm bath. Finding the seating ledge she sat

down, and just enjoyed the sensation of the water lapping against her skin. There was an

alabaster jar of soft soap on the side of the tub, and a large sea sponge. Lara fil ed the

sponge with soap, and washed herself in the lavishly rich cleansing agent. Then she washed

and rinsed her golden hair, wishing that she had a lemon to squeeze into it in a final rinse. No

sooner had she thought it than there was a cut lemon on the edge of the bathing pool. 

Laughing, she squeezed it into her hair, laving clean water from the curved shel  faucet over

her head. 

But then the pool was swiftly draining itself. Sprays of water shot from smal  recessed spigots

in the pool wal , rinsing her off. She bent to let the water cleanse the last of the lemon from her

head before the bathing pool refil ed itself with scented water. Lara relaxed as she watched

the golden coastal moon rising higher, and was lul ed by the sound of the waves below the

great palace. 

When the sky was final y dark she walked back into her chamber to find the lamps had been

lit, and a smal  fire was burning in the little hearth opposite her bed. Drying herself with the

large drying cloth she found warming on a rack by the fire she slipped on a loose night robe. 

Her pack had been brought to her chamber, and opening it she drew out the beautiful gold

brush that Kaliq, the Shadow Prince, had once given her as a lover’s token. Seating herself on

a smal  velvet has sock by the fire she brushed her hair dry. She was final y beginning to feel

sleepy. Lara climbed into the large comfortable bed draped in coral and gold silk curtains. 

What would tomorrow bring, she wondered? And how long would she remain here in

Archeron’s palace? Her eyes closed slowly of their own volition. 

She awakened with the dawn, and rose to see the sunrise from her terrace. She had slept a

sound and dreamless sleep. For the next few weeks Lara’s days were relatively the same. 

She awoke, ate her morning meal upon the marble terrace and then walked about the town

belonging to King Archeron’s palace. The lords of the coastlands had long ago decided that

each of their leaders would be a king with his own palace and vil age. It saved a great deal of

debate, and the oldest of the kings was always recognized as their High King, no matter the

family from which he came. 

The palace was white marble, with soaring towers and gold-leafed domes. The town into

which it blended was much the same. The windows of the houses overlooking the streets were

bright with flower boxes holding blooms of every size and hue. The stal s in the market square

were clean and fil ed with goods being hawked from beneath multicolored awnings. 

Lara had no need of coin. If she saw something she admired it was pressed into her hand. 

She returned the kindness with a faerie blessing, which she learned was far preferred to silver

or gold. And everyone knew who she was. The daughter of the great Crusader Knight, John

Swiftsword, and a faerie mother, although her mother did not matter to the Hetarians. Nor did

her sojourn in the Outlands where it was rumored she had mated with, and given one of the

men there children. She was stil  the great beauty that she had been reputed to be. 

In the afternoons Lara would ride along the beach with King Archeron, and in the evenings they

would dine together. Often their evenings were spent in conversation. Other times they would

play a board game similar to the one she had played with Vartan. 

And then one evening Archeron announced to his guest that his son and heir, Arcas, would

soon be returning from the City. 

“No one travels the old-fashioned way any longer,” he told Lara. “The representatives are now

al  transported to and from the City by means of magic.” 

“With whom has he served?” she asked, curious. 

“King Balasi,” Archeron answered. “His is an old and very respected family. But I find him

easily led, and perhaps a bit foolish. When it is his turn to serve on the High Council in the City

we always see he is sent with someone strong who is able to direct Balasi without his being

aware of it. He is unable to cause difficulties then, for he is a pompous, self-important man. My

son has never forgotten you, Lara.” 

“I did not say it when I was last here, but Arcas offended me deeply,” Lara told her gracious

and kindly host. “But perhaps it was just his enthusiasm that caused him to act in the manner in

which he did.” 

“What did he say?” Archeron was distressed by her revelation. 

“He made reference to my slavery, and then he touched me in an intimate manner,” Lara said

quietly. “I did not speak gently to him.” 

“I am sorry,” Archeron replied. “But then, as you have considered, surely it was just his

enthusiasm at meeting you that caused his breach of manners.” 

Lara nodded in seeming agreement with the king, but she knew Arcas’s behavior had been

caused by little more than his lustful nature. She was not looking forward to meeting him again. 

“There is a question that I have wanted to ask you ever since I saw the Sea of Sagitta again,” 

she began. 

“I wil  answer your query if I can,” he said, glad to be off the subject of Arcas. 

“What is on the other side of your sea? And why is naught said about it?” Lara looked directly

at King Archeron as she spoke. 

He chuckled. “No one has ever asked that question of me,” he began. “How clever of you, 

Lara, to consider such a thing. Hetar believes it alone exists, but for the Outlands, which Hetar

has declared a savage place in order to make itself seem more civilized and important. It is a

very narrow view. But on the other side of the sea is a land its inhabitants cal  Terah. It is ruled

over by the Dominus of the Terahn Dominion. It is from there our luxury goods come — the

fabrics, the jewelry, the fine china and pottery, the objects of gold and silver. We trade the salt

we produce, the pearls we harvest from the sea, and the coin we earn by sel ing Terahn

merchandise in exchange for more of their goods. Gaius Prospero is unconcerned with where

we obtain these things. He only desires them to gain more profit for himself. He assumes we

manufacture these goods ourselves, and few from the City or any other part of Hetar have ever

come to the Coastal Kingdom. Al  of us keep much to ourselves, and the City is the only place

where we meet and mingle. Those across the sea are our secret. Now you know it, and you

must keep that secret. We should lose our great advantage over the City if this was known to

them.” 

“I wil  keep your secret,” Lara said. “Have you ever been to Terah, Archeron?” 

“No,” he replied. “The Terahns do not permit strangers into their lands. We meet these fel ow

traders in the middle of the sea and there we exchange our goods.” 

“How did the Coastal Kings find the Terahns?” Lara wanted to know. 

“That is the odd thing about our relationship,” Archeron responded. “No one knows how it al

began. There is nothing in our history to explain it, yet for centuries we have traded with them, 

and they with us. I remember asking my grandfather when I was a child, and he just shook his

head, and told me that it had always been, and would always be. And the Terahns’ knowledge

of this partnership is no greater than ours.” 

“How strange,” Lara remarked. “Haven’t you ever wanted to know more about the Terahns, 

Archeron? Haven’t you ever wanted to see their land, and if it is as beautiful as here? Haven’t

you ever wanted to meet them face-to-face?” 

“Oh, I have met Terahns,” he told her. “When I was younger I often captained one of my family’s

ships to the meeting place, and did business with their captains. I even met on several

occasions the man who is now the Dominus. I met him as a boy. He is Magnus Hauk. A

serious lad as I recal , and I am now told, deeply passionate about keeping the Dominion

strong.” 

“It is interesting that these Terahns have never considered invading Hetar, or the fertile plains

of the Outlands,” Lara mused. 

“Their own lands are said to be gloriously beautiful, but of course we have but their word for it

as they have ours.” Archeron smiled. “Actual y, we know little of them, for they keep very much

to themselves as do we. I do not believe they are an aggressive people. And they have never

evinced any real interest in Hetar.” 

“How curious,” Lara noted. “Perhaps these people are much like us.” 

“I could not tel  you, for we do nothing more than trade. Prices are set for the goods in

advance. We exchange cargos and go our separate ways. Sometimes, however, we might

share wine or a meal together,” Archeron said. “Not often, but now and again. It depends upon

the captain with whom our own captain does business.” 

“So Terahns are not unfriendly,” Lara said. “I wonder why it is you have never real y made

friends with them, Archeron.” 

He shook his head. “Trade is our only link, Lara.” 

As she lay in her bed that night Lara said to her crystal guardian, Ethne,  I am curious as to the

 land on the other side of this sea. 

 Then go there,  Ethne replied. 

 Should I?  Lara wondered.  And since when have you begun to give me direction again? You

 have been insisting I make my own decisions for some time now. 

 But this is a new direction for you to take. 

 Will I be protected if I go to the other side of this sea? Does magic function on that side of

 the sea, Ethne? 

 Magic acts everywhere,  Ethne responded dryly.  How many times have I told you, Lara, 

 daughter of Ilona and Swiftsword?  You are protected.  Wherever you go, my child, you are

 protected. 

 Because I have a destiny.  And Lara chuckled aloud. 

Ethne laughed softly, but agreed.  Aye, because you have a destiny. 

 But what is that destiny?  Lara demanded once again. 

 Follow your instincts, my child, and you will learn it.  Then the flame in the little crystal

flickered and banked low. Ethne had no more to say. 

Fol ow her instincts. Her instincts were not tel ing her a great deal these days, and she was

becoming bored living in King Archeron’s palace. She was accustomed to being useful, and

she was not useful here. But she was now extremely wel  rested. Four months had passed

since Vartan’s murder. The Gathering was now over, and the clan families of the Outlands

were preparing for winter. Did the Fiacre miss her? Did her children miss her? 

Dil on would, Lara knew. But her daughter? Anoush would have probably forgotten her by now, 

and would be looking to Noss as her maternal figure. Noss was a good mother.  But I miss my

 children,  Lara considered.  Sometimes I hate this mysterious destiny that has taken them

 from me.  She cried softly for a short time, and then slept restlessly. 

The next few days she spent most of her time out of doors, for she suddenly could not bear

being confined within the palace. She walked the beaches for miles, and then walked back

again. But for the waves and the seabirds soaring above her, al  was quiet. The grassy dunes

above the beach were golden with the cooler weather, but it never became truly cold here

along the sea. 

One day Lara had ridden several miles from the palaces and towns of the Coastal Kings when

curiosity directed her mount up into the dunes. She rode on as the dunes gave way to a wide

swath of green land, and saw beyond it gently rol ing hil s. Al  of it was empty of domesticated

animal, or people. There wasn’t a house or a field to be seen in any direction. Here was

certainly land enough for Hetar’s burgeoning population. She wondered why it was not being

utilized.  Another question for Archeron to answer,  she thought, stopping to gaze al  around

her. She turned her horse back toward the sea, and rode back to the palace. The day was

becoming gray with an impending storm. 

Why was it, Lara wondered, that as each day passed she was finding far more questions than

answers? She asked Archeron about the fertile lands beyond the beach. 

“We do not choose to al ow strangers to inhabit our land,” he answered her. 

“But they are your fel ow citizens of Hetar, my lord king,” Lara said. 

“They are people of the City and the Midlands,” Archeron replied. “Hetar’s provinces are

almost equal in size. If we al owed the overflow from the City and the Midlands to come here

we would lose our lands. They would crowd us out. They would want to enter our towns, and

they do not understand us so they would cause difficulty. Eventual y someone would learn the

secret of our trading custom. They might even want to build their own boats, and sail upon the

Sea of Sagitta. No. We wil  not al ow our open land to be exploited by the folk from the City.” 

“The land lies useless. Why not farm it yourselves, and sel  what you do not need to the City?” 

she suggested. 

Archeron shook his head. “The land has always been just the land,” he told her. “We are not

farmers, Lara. We are traders.” 

Lara was astounded by his attitude. The Coastal Kings possessed great riches, and yet they

had never shared these riches, nor did they want to share them. In the years since she had left

the City, much had changed if the gossip was to be believed. The government was beginning

to encroach upon the forest and the edges of the desert, yet here was al  this unused land

going to waste. She wondered if al  the Coastal Kings felt the same way that Archeron did, but

then, he was High King, and perhaps he was right. But it was a question she was going to ask

Arcas when he arrived home. 
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GAIUS PROSPERO looked across the table at his guest. His thick fingers closed about the stem

of the jeweled goblet by his right hand. He lifted it to his lips, and sipped the wine within

appreciatively. “So, you depart tomorrow, Arcas.” 

The young Coastal King nodded. “In the morning.” 

“And you wil  not forget your promise to support me in the vote before you go?” Gaius

Prospero’s cold dark eyes narrowed as he looked at Arcas. 

“You have my vote, my lord,” Arcas said. “Though the council is disbanding for a recess, I wil

return when it reopens again.” 

Gaius Prospero nodded satisfied. “I am told that the widow of the Outlander, Vartan of the

Fiacre, is visiting with your father. It is said he is quite taken with her beauty. Lara is an

ambitious girl, and now that her little orgy among the savages is over with, I suspect she looks

to wed higher. The passage of years makes it impossible under our laws to enslave her again. 

She would even be safe in the City now. But perhaps living by the gentle sea suits her better. 

An old man could be tempted by such faerie beauty, and her magic could make an elder

potent again. If she loved him, she might even give him a child.” He smacked his lips

appreciatively. “I would have liked to have her, but I could not bring myself to squander half her

value just to satisfy my lustful cock.” He chuckled. 

“Do you have spies everywhere, my lord Gaius?” Arcas asked his host dryly. 

“Everywhere,” Gaius Prospero agreed with a smirk. “I hear your father and Lara ride each

afternoon along the beach. The soft earth would certainly make a good bed.” 

“It does,” Arcas answered, not showing his irritation. “I’ve taken many a girl in the dunes by the

sea, my lord Gaius.” Was the smug and power hungry Master of the Merchants suggesting that

his father was Lara’s lover? The thought that his father might have gotten what he could not

have infuriated Arcas. A long time ago Lara was meant to be his personal Pleasure Woman, 

but that the Head Forester had seen her and paid an obscene sum to possess her. When

Arcas had learned of Vartan’s death several months back from the ubiquitous Jonah, Gaius

Prospero’s valued right hand, he had begun to consider the possibility of having Lara for his

own again. Once he had told her he would never have kept her as a slave — but that had been

a lie. If he could have her, he would imprison her in his apartments and never let her free. She

would be only for him. For his pleasure. For his eyes alone. 

To consider that his father had gotten there before him was a thought not to be tolerated. 

Archeron was newly widowed of Arcas’s mother. Could he have loved Alina, and been so

quick into another woman’s bed? Yes, he could, if the woman was Lara! And Gaius Prospero

knew it or he wouldn’t have said it. Arcas thought the Master of the Merchants had actual y

enjoyed imparting the information to him. Damn Gaius Prospero to Limbo, he who intended

packing the new High Council with his adherents, and having himself elected emperor of

Hetar! But the pleasant smile Arcas wore never faltered. Final y he arose. 

“I should be getting back to the Council Quarter,” he said. “King Balasi and I want to depart

early. I wil  see you in a few weeks, Gaius Prospero. My felicitations to your two wives, the lady

Vilia and the lady Anora.” Then with a bow he left Gaius Prospero. He did not look back, or

raise his hand in farewel . 

The Master of the Merchants smiled to himself as his guest departed. He had been unable to

resist taunting King Arcas with thoughts of his father and the beautiful half-faerie woman. He

knew how very much the younger man desired Lara. When the Winter War of five years ago

had ended, and Gaius Prospero had gathered al  the information he needed to learn how he

had failed to annex the rich mountain region of the Outlands, the Master of the Merchants had

discovered that the daughter of the Crusader Knight known as Swiftsword was responsible in

great measure for his defeat. It was she who had advised the Outlanders against him. At first

he could not believe it. He had been amazed that the exquisite creature he had bought from

her father to sel  into one of the great Pleasure Houses of the City had become such a skil ed

warrior and strategist. Once he had lusted after her himself, but now he considered her his

enemy. He would have his revenge on her for that earlier defeat, and engineering her

husband’s death was just the beginning. And yet he wondered, if she came into his life again, 

would he stil  desire her? 

It had taken five years to regain his popularity among the people. Five years to quiet the outcry

against him by his fel ow magnates, to calm the leaders and men of the Mercenary Guild. 

Seven carts piled high with Hetarian dead driven into the heart of the City was not a memory

easily erased. And though they had buried those unfortunate dead quickly in mass graves, the

stink of their rotting bodies had lingered in the air for days, reminding everyone of just what

had happened — and who was responsible. 

It hadn’t been his fault, he convinced himself. But he had been unable to ride out in the streets

for weeks afterwards. On the rare occasions he had ventured out, surrounded by mercenaries

paid to protect him, people had cursed him and thrown refuse at him. He could never forget

that, nor would he forget those who had turned away from him in those wretched streets, or

refused to return his messages. He knew they plotted against him, but most were stil  fearful of

his wealth, which could yet buy death for Gaius Prospero’s enemies. They might hate him, but

he stil  wielded some smal  power. 

The Head Mistress of the Pleasure Mistresses’ Guild owed him a great favor for having sent

Lara from the City to be sold. She had come to him some months after the Taubyl Trader had

taken the faerie girl away and told him so. He had not wanted to see her, but Jonah had

convinced him otherwise, reminding him that to lose the lady Gil ian’s favor was an error he

did not want to commit. 

“You do not want to lose her al egiance, my lord. There wil  come a day when you can hold her

to account, but now is not the time.” 

So Gaius Prospero had welcomed the lady Gil ian, and offered her refreshments and listened

while she apologized to him. 

“I know you are angry, Gaius, and disappointed by my decision in the matter of the faerie girl, 

Lara, but she real y would have been too dangerous a possession for any of our Pleasure

Houses to hold.” 

“You have cost me a fortune,” he had grumbled at her. “I had to buy Vilia a new cart and horses

to match. I had promised her, and had I not purchased them she would have complained, and

many would have believed I couldn’t afford them. And the girl ended up escaping from the

Forest Lords, and in the end has led this Winter War, which has almost destroyed me, Gil ian. 

The monetary loss is bad enough, but worse, my prestige has been threatened.” 

“Gaius, Gaius,” she murmured soothingly. Then she had come and sat in his lap and begun

kissing him with slow, hot kisses. Her tongue slipped into his mouth to play with his. One arm

curled about his neck, while her free hand found the opening in his robes, and began to fondle

his sex. When it was rigid the lady Gil ian positioned herself so that she might absorb his

fleshy cock into her body. “There now, Gaius, isn’t that nice?” she purred at him. “I know taking

pleasures cannot real y make up for your loss, but I want you to know that despite everything

that has happened I stil  consider you my dearest friend, and I wil  always al y myself with you in

whatever endeavor you pursue. And I wil  advise the Guild of the Pleasure Women to fol ow my

lead as wel .” Her arms wrapped about his neck, and she tightened the muscles within her

sheath around him. 

Gaius Prospero groaned with pure delight. When she leaned back he reached out and

fondled her large breasts beneath her gown. “Gil ian, you are an amazing woman,” he told her. 

“Now ride me to ecstasy, you delicious bitch, and I wil  consider forgiving you.” 

And so she had, and while she did Jonah watched with both amusement and interest. The

Head Mistress was a powerful friend to have, and Gaius Prospero would have been foolish to

make her an enemy. After she had gone, Gaius Prospero had admitted as much to Jonah. 

With her al egiance assured, Gaius Prospero set about rebuilding his al iances. 

He soothed the Guild of Mercenaries and the Order of the Crusader Knights with promises for

the future. They would take the Outlands, but first they must rebuild their forces. It would take

time and careful preparation, Gaius Prospero told them. Hetar would not fail again. They had

moved too quickly before. This time, he would put al  his own personal resources at their

disposal, and Hetar would triumph. 

With Jonah by his side, Gaius Prospero had worked out just how the acreage belonging to the

Outlands would be divided up. Jonah cleverly divined just whose aid was most needed by his

master. They were given their choice of land or slaves. And of course, the Midland farmers

must be given land as wel . Each year the old farms produced less, for the earth was tired, and

this condition was causing a scarcity of foodstuffs. New farms needed to be opened up, new

orchards planted, new pastures sown for grazing. 

It had been difficult for Gaius Prospero in those early days fol owing Hetar’s defeat. 

But Gaius Prospero had managed to keep his head above the water in those dark days. And

much of his success was due to his former slave, Jonah. Jonah was clever, and he always

looked ahead. Although he prided himself on his own mental skil s, Gaius Prospero was not

above using the abilities of others, and in Jonah he recognized an ambitious man. Better to

have that man on his side. He had offered Jonah his freedom on the condition he remain with

him for a term of ten years. It was not a verbal agreement, but one that was written down, and

signed by both parties. Jonah even insisted on paying his former master the price of a sturdy

male slave in order to make certain the transaction was completely legal and could not later

be chal enged. Two copies were made, one to be held by Gaius Prospero, the other by Jonah

— although the Master of the Merchants did not know where his former slave kept his copy. 

And so, working together they had struggled to rebuild Gaius Prospero’s reputation. It had

taken longer than the Master of the Merchants had thought it would, and it had certainly cost

him a great deal more in hard coin than he had thought to spend. He had opened his

storehouses to feed the many poor in the City during the winter months. He had given free

entertainments in the public stadium, and held races open to the public with prizes that while

unimportant to him were considered generous by the people. And he had taken a second wife

in a public spectacle that delighted the City and had capped his return to favor. 

Usual y a magnate wanting another woman to wed divorced his current wife. But Hetarian law

al owed a man to have three wives at one time. When Gaius Prospero had married Vilia he

had divorced his childless first wife, Hedda. Vilia was quite adamant in that she would not play

second wife to another woman, and Hedda was more than wil ing to accept a generous

settlement to let him go. Only later did he discover she had been cuckolding him with a

younger man. But Vilia, beautiful and already burgeoning with their first child, soothed his ego

with caresses and kisses. 

Gaius Prospero knew, however, that Vilia would not divorce him so he might wed another

woman. And divorcing Vilia who was the mother of his four children would have been a ruinous

proposition. Particularly given the expense involved in regaining his reputation. When he had

told her he planned on taking a second wife she had, to his great surprise, laughed. 

“Do so,” she said to him. 

She loosened her gown, revealing her wonderful breasts. He had always been fascinated by

her bosom, and he could not take his eyes from it now. “You do not mind?” Unable to help

himself he reached out and began to fondle her two ful  breasts. 

“No,” she told him. Her tongue snaked out to moisten her lips. 

Suddenly he was suspicious. “Have you taken a lover, Vilia?” he demanded, his fingers

digging into her flesh. 

Again she laughed. “I am not Hedda, Gaius. You are al  the husband I want. But if the truth be

known your appetites are too great for me to satisfy. I am happy to let another woman carry

some of the burden. It is your Pleasure Woman, Anora, is it not?” She smiled as his hands

became gentle again. “I imagine you are tired having to constantly go to her only to find her

engaged with another, when it would be so much simpler to have her here with us.” 

He nodded, amazed at the depth of her understanding. 

“You must make the wedding a great public entertainment. To take a Pleasure Woman, buy

her freedom and then wed her wil  but cap your return to popularity, husband. I shal  welcome

her before the masses, and we wil  provide a celebratory feast for al  in the City,” Vilia said. “At

the end of the evening I shal  lead her myself to the bridal chamber, and we shal  offer gifts to

al  the children who are born nine months to the day of your wedding to Anora.” 

Gaius Prospero had been astounded by Vilia’s cooperation and her clever suggestions. He

had rewarded her by putting her on her back then and there and using her lustily. He would

never divorce Vilia now, he decided. She was a perfect first wife — and far too valuable an

al y. 

Vilia had been true to her word, arranging a great public celebration of his marriage to Anora

to welcome this new wife. The Master of the Merchants had never known such utter bliss in his

home life. The two women even conspired to entertain his lusts together now and again. He

was amazed, and more than pleased by their cooperation. He had gold. His lustful desires

were constantly and wel  satisfied. There was nothing left for him to desire but complete

power, and it was now within his reach. 

His clever plan to assassinate Vartan of the Fiacre had been genius. He had learned of the

jealousy harbored against the Lord of the Fiacre by his younger brother. The brother was, if his

spies were to be believed, unfit to rule. He was a young man fil ed with a sense of his own

importance, which was based on naught. The Master of the Merchants secretly contacted

Adon’s ambitious wife, Elin, having first sent her a faeriepost to arrange a meeting place with

her in the Outlands. He had flattered and cajoled her until the stupid creature had been

convinced to do his bidding. She, in turn, persuaded Adon that the lordship of the Fiacre

should be his and not his brother’s. She prevailed upon her husband to do Gaius Prospero’s

wil , assuring him that he would be both rewarded and supported by this powerful man. And

then she gave her husband the dagger with the poisoned tip that he was to use to accomplish

his task. When he hesitated, Elin nagged Adon until final y he acceded to her wishes. 

Now with Vartan dead, Gaius Prospero’s first order of business when spring came again

would be to invade the Outlands once more. Vartan and Lara had been the heart of the

Outlands’ resistance. With the Lord of the Fiacre dead and his wife driven away by Adon, the

Outlands would fal  into Hetar’s hands. Oh, there had been a message to the High Council that

an Outlands lord named Rendor was now their council head, but this fel ow, whoever he was, 

would not have Vartan’s influence. And he would be the first of the lords to be executed when

Hetar claimed the Outlands. 

In the meantime, it but remained for Hetar’s High Council to make Gaius Prospero their

emperor once the winter recess was over. Emperor Gaius I — he liked the sound of it, the

Master of the Merchants considered with a cold smile. Once, long ago in its very distant past, 

Hetar had been ruled by a line of emperors. It had been one land then, and not divided into the

four provinces. It would be one land again, and the Forest Lords, the Shadow Princes of the

desert, the Coastal Kings, and the Midlands governor, Squire Dareh, would pledge him fealty

and do homage to him. The Crusader Knights would be his personal army, and the

Mercenaries would fight under them and police the land for their emperor. And they would al

obey his wil , for what Gaius Prospero desired was for the good of Hetar. The emperor would

be Hetar incarnate. 

The touch of a gentle hand on his sleeve startled him. 

“What?” he demanded. 

“It is late,” the lady Vilia said. “Your guest has gone, Gaius, and yet here you sit while your two

wives eagerly await your coming. Anora says you must be punished for your neglect of us. She

says your bottom must be whipped most thoroughly, Gaius. Come.” She drew him up, and led

him from the dining chamber. 

Gaius Prospero’s heart began to thump with excitement. He had first been drawn to Anora

because of her skil s at punishment, and she had taught Vilia some of her art. 

“Wil  you both beat me?” he asked hopeful y. He loved it when together they plied their custommade whips on his bare flesh. Each of the dozen thin strands of leather flowing from the

carved wood handle was tied with several knots. The knots bit into his tender skin, arousing

him greatly. 

“Yes,” Vilia said to his delight. “You are deserving of both of us tonight, Gaius. I hope you wil

be up to the task ahead,” she murmured with distinct meaning. 

Gaius Prospero’s breath was already coming in short bursts as his emotions were hotly

kindled. Could his life be any better? he thought happily. Everything was happening as he had

planned it. Vartan was dead. He would soon be emperor. And tomorrow, Arcas would return to

the coast to do battle with his own father over the beautiful Lara, who would then be forced to

seek refuge elsewhere. Arcas was doing his bidding, and he did not even realize it. 

And while the Master of the Merchants gloated with the success of his schemes, Arcas lay

awake in his bed in the Council Quarter considering al  that Gaius Prospero had said that

evening. Alone, his emotions cooling, he considered that the wily Gaius could very wel  have

been baiting him. He was a very manipulative man who did nothing not to his own advantage. 

Arcas’s father, Archeron, was an elder. Surely he was not truly interested in Lara as a lover. Yet

Lara’s faerie magic could possibly convince Archeron that he did love her. Was his father

potent enough to create another son? Would Lara’s faerie heart give him that son? Arcas

tossed restlessly. The dawn could not come quick enough. 

In the years since the Winter War the Shadow Princes had made an arrangement using their

own magic that al owed the diplomats from the other provinces to go and come from the City

immediately. Times had changed, and these representatives could no longer spend long days

of travel between their own homes and the City. Each of the council members was assigned a

time, and then transported to his own province on the assigned day. The last to go were the

Shadow Princes, and the transport was closed by the final traveler. This prevented misuse of

the Shadow Princes’ magic. 

Arcas and his fel ow king, Balasi, arrived shortly after dawn. They would enter the transport

together, but each would reappear in their own home. With a nod of thanks to the Shadow

Prince in charge Arcas stepped within the conveyance, and a moment later found himself in

his father’s Great Hal . He nodded pleasantly to the servants sweeping the hal . “Good

morning,” he said. 

“Welcome home, my lord king,” they chorused. 

“Where is my father?” 

“It is his custom of late to break his fast with the lady Lara, my lord king,” a servant answered. 

“You wil  find him in her apartments in the guest wing.” 

 So,  Arcas thought, irritated,  he eats the morning meal with her. Is that after he has spent a

 night of passion in her arms?  He hurried to the part of the palace to which he had been

directed. An attentive servant flung open the door to the apartment. Arcas fol owed the sound

of laughter through the chamber and out onto the terrace. 

“Arcas!” His father arose from the table smiling, and embraced him warmly. 

“Father,” he said, but his eyes rested upon Lara. She was even more beautiful, if such a thing

was possible. He returned his father’s embrace, then releasing him said, “Greetings, widow of

Vartan.” He quickly caught her hand and kissed it. 

Lara withdrew her fingers from his grasp. “Welcome home, King Arcas,” she replied. “I know

how very much your father has been awaiting your return.” 

“Sit down! Sit down!” Archeron invited his son. “Eat! If I know you, Arcas, you rushed to get

home, and have had nothing since last night’s dinner.” 

“Which I ate with Gaius Prospero,” Arcas volunteered. He reached for the bread, and tore a

large piece off the loaf on which he spread fresh butter. A servant put several hard-boiled

eggs, a bunch of grapes and a slice of salted meat upon his plate. Another servant fil ed the

goblet by Arcas’s hand with sweet frine. 

“And how is the wily Master of the Merchants?” Lara inquired. 

“Soon to be created emperor,” Arcas said softly. 

“Your High Council is made up of fools that they would give Gaius Prospero such power,” Lara

replied bluntly. “He wil  abuse it, for he cannot help himself. His ambition knows no bounds, my

lord king.” 

“She is right,” Archeron spoke up now. “If we must al  answer to Gaius Prospero as the

supreme ruler of Hetar then what wil  happen to us, my son? Wil  our secret remain safe then?” 

The older man looked very concerned. 

“You have told her?” Arcas demanded. Then he laughed. “Of course you have told her. You are

bewitched by her. Al  men are.” 

“Your father told me because I asked what was on the other side of the sea,” Lara explained. 

“Any stranger remaining in your kingdom for a time would wonder, Arcas. There are no

manufactories here, so from where do your luxury goods come? You are the most distant

province from the City. Few except the Taubyl Traders have ventured here, and they remain but

long enough to sel  their goods and purchase yours.” 

“You are clever as wel  as beautiful,” Arcas replied. 

“And you are as bold as you ever were,” Lara noted. She then concentrated upon her meal. 

This young Coastal King had irritated her the first time she met him, and it would seem that

nothing had changed. 

“Hetar wil  be stronger under a single ruler,” Arcas told them. 

“I think you are wrong,” Lara said. “A High Council with al  the provinces represented gives a

greater voice to the people of Hetar. And there is no danger to us.” 

“The Outlands presents a danger,” Arcas quickly said. “They must be subdued.” 

“The Outlands present no danger to Hetar,” Lara snapped. “That is Gaius Prospero’s excuse

to take what is not his. Do you think we have not heard that the City is riddled with poor? That

the soil in the Midlands no longer produces enough crops to feed the people? The farmers

have pushed into the forest, fel ing trees and clearing the land to plant. That must sit wel  with

the Forest Lords. And Gaius Prospero has even dared to venture into the sandy grass of the

desert as wel . Do not tel  me that his nefarious plans for war are because Hetar is threatened, 

for it is not!” 

“How can you know these things?” Arcas wanted to know. 

“Do you think Gaius Prospero is the only one with spies?” Lara taunted him. 

He laughed. “I suppose not,” he said. “This is a high-stakes game that is being played. The

future of Hetar depends upon who wins.” 

“You have land here in your own kingdom that lies fal ow and unused,” Lara said to him. “I have

ridden across it on many an afternoon. Why wil  you not share your lands with those who feed

Hetar? You would not have to give it away, or even sel  it. You could lease it to the farmers, and

those who did not produce would not have their leases renewed. And the purpose of the land

would not be for settlement, but only for growing. The Midlands farmers coming here could not

bring their families. They would only work the land. They would pay their leases yearly, and

then from their profits give Hetar’s government a quarter share.” 

“Lease our land?” Arcas looked horrified. “It is ours. We do not want strangers coming onto it.” 

“You would rather involve Hetar in another war to try and take land from the Outland clan

families?” 

“The Outlands are populated by savages,” he said. “They do not deserve the land. It should

belong to Hetar.” 

“You know you speak foolishness, Arcas,” his father said. “You are more aware than most on

Hetar that the Outlands are populated by peaceful people who simply wish to be al owed to

live their lives as they see fit, and as their customs dictate.” 

“I wil  grant you Rendor is a fine fel ow,” Arcas admitted, “but as for the others —” He stopped. 

Lara was shaking her head. “Did you find my husband a savage, Arcas?” she asked him. “I

found more civility and kindness among the Fiacre than among the good people of Hetar. Did

not the mercenary Wilmot tel  the High Council the truth of the Outlands when he spoke before

them? For Gaius Prospero to persist in the fantasy of savagery, and to use it as an excuse to

invade the Outlands, is just wrong!” 

“You speak treason,” he said in a threatening voice. “You are Hetarian.” 

“No, I am Lara — widow of Vartan, daughter of Swiftsword, half mortal, half faerie. I was born

in the faerie realm and raised in the City, but I found my greatest happiness in the Outlands,” 

she told him. “I use the smal  magic I possess only for good, Arcas. I wil  speak against

intolerance and injustice while there is breath in my body.” 

“How can someone so obviously meant for pleasure debate on such things?” he asked her. 

“You are hopeless,” she told him. 

He did not understand her, Arcas thought irritably, but he found he stil  wanted her. Yet in the

days that fol owed she grew no warmer toward him despite his many compliments. But her

sweetness toward his father seemed to grow. And as Gaius Prospero had told him, Archeron

and Lara rode out together almost every afternoon. They did not ask him to join them, and on

one or two occasions he had suggested going with them his father had said no. Arcas had

been amazed by the refusal. Was Gaius Prospero right? Was his father Lara’s lover? Stil , 

Arcas could find no other evidence of such a relationship. And he had easily learned that his

father spent his nights in his own bed, and not in Lara’s arms. This knowledge made him want

her even more. Perhaps she was one of those women a man must force to his wil . Of course! 

That would have been the way the Fiacre lord, Vartan, obtained her. Lara was a strong

woman. She needed a strong man to tel  her what to do, and how to do it. Then she would melt

with passion. 

IN THE DARK of an early winter’s night Arcas made his way to Lara’s chamber. He entered

quietly, making his way to her bedside. Flinging off his chamber robe he gazed down at her

sleeping form. She was exquisite. Perfectly made with lovely breasts, and just the faintest

swel  of bel y. Her skin was like white silk. Her golden hair like thistledown. His male member

was hard with his deep longing for her. He was about to climb into her bed and take her for his

own when suddenly her eyes opened. Even in the dimly lit room he could see the icy green

glare. 

“Get out!” she said quietly. 

Arcas was about to bluster a refusal when he became painful y aware that his male organ had

suddenly gone limp, and was shrinking at a most alarming rate. 

“Get out,” Lara repeated, “or do you wish me to make it disappear entirely, Arcas?” Her cold

voice matched her cold eyes. 

The Coastal King turned and fled, not even bothering to gather up his robe. Looking at it, Lara

pointed a finger, and the garment disappeared. Then turning over she went back to sleep

again. But when the morning came, she found she was very angry. She would not tel  Archeron

of his son’s breach of good manners. It would hurt the man who was sheltering her so

generously, and drive a wedge between father and son. She could not do that.  It is time for me

 to move on,  she thought. But where? She listened to the roaring of the waves as they pounded

upon the beach below. 

To Lara’s surprise Arcas sought her out that morning. He knelt before her. 

“Forgive me,” he said quietly. Then he sighed. “I cannot help but desire you, Lara, and I have

presented my case badly. When we first met I offended you, and now I have done it again. I

apologize.” 

“What is it you want of me?” she asked him quietly. “I only share pleasures with those whom I

choose, Arcas.” 

“And I am not one of those fortunate, am I?” 

“Vartan is gone from me but six months, Arcas. I am not ready yet to love again, or even share

my body again. I am sorry,” Lara told him. “Get up now.” 

He arose. “Do you deny that you are my father’s lover?” he asked half-angrily. 

“Yes, I do,” Lara told him. “Your father is my dear friend, but he is not my lover, nor is he ever

likely to be. Is that why you did what you did, Arcas? Because you were jealous?” Her tone with

him had softened. 

Hearing it he nodded, lowering his head as if in shame. The bitch had refused him twice now. 

He would have his revenge on her. He had but to find a weakness in her character he might

exploit. “Wil  you forgive me?” he repeated. 

“Yes,” she told him. He could never know she did it for his father’s sake, and not his. Arcas

was a fool. She had known it the first time they met, and he had but confirmed her belief with

his behavior last night. “It wil  please your father we no longer quarrel.” 

“Yes,” he answered her. “We should be friends, and al ies. My father tel s me that you are

interested in our trading partners from the Dominion.” He smiled. 

“I am!” she said enthusiastical y. “Tel  me what they are like, Arcas? What do they look like? Do

their women travel with them? Are there faeries in the sea?” 

He laughed. “Would you like to see for yourself, Lara? I had planned to captain one of my

ships to the meeting place while I was home. Travel with me, and you can meet some Terahns

for yourself. And I swear to behave myself,” he concluded with a rueful smile. 

Could she trust him? she wondered. Her instinct warned her no, but instinct warred with her

curiosity. “Perhaps another time,” she said. “I have never traveled upon this sea of yours, and I

am quite in awe of it. It is a powerful force, Arcas. I don’t think I am yet ready, or even brave

enough to sail upon it.” 

“Then another time,” he responded. “I wil  take a second voyage before I leave again for the

City. Mayhap you wil  come with me then, Lara. It is not because you are stil  angry with me, I

hope.” 

“Nay, of course not,” she lied facilely. And she even gave him a smile. 

He departed the fol owing day, and returned ten days later. She enjoyed the time Arcas was

away. She did not like the man, and he had obviously become an al y of Gaius Prospero, 

which did not please Archeron at al . They had quarreled the night before Arcas had gone to

sea. Archeron feared a more centralized authority could endanger the monopoly the Coastal

Kings had on the secret of their sea trade. But Arcas had assured his sire that he was not that

big a fool. 

“Do you think I want us powerless?” he demanded of Archeron. 

“Of course not, but if the secret is made known we may have no choice, Arcas.” 

“We are the only ones who can build sailing vessels or man them,” Arcas responded. “The

magnates in the City have no talent for that, nor a way to accomplish such a task, my father.” 

“The wood we need to build new ships we have always purchased from the Forest Lords,” 

Archeron said. “Now the City al ows the Midlands to encroach into the forests. 

“Gaius Prospero plans a new invasion of the Outlands. Once he has accomplished that what

is to prevent him from invading our lands, building his own ships and launching them into the

sea? My brother kings and I wil  not cooperate in this planned incursion into the Outlands, 

Arcas. And do you truly believe that the Shadow Princes wil  al ow an army to cross their

territory? So your powerful friends must either push into the mountains once more, or go

through us. Given what happened last time what do you think they wil  do, Arcas? And wil  you

help them?” 

“The clan families in the mountains of the Outlands were weakened by the Winter War. They

were easy to subdue the first time, and wil  be easy once again,” Arcas answered his father. 

“The Outlands wil  not be easy to subdue this time, Arcas, and if you think they wil  be you are

badly mistaken,” Lara joined the discussion. 

“What do you know of it?” he asked her. 

“What I know is not for your ears, Arcas, for you would immediately send off a faeriepost to

Gaius Prospero. You have, I note, kept in touch with the City since your return.” She smiled

sweetly, teasing him, “Unless, of course, your correspondence is poetry being sent to a

favored Pleasure Woman.” 

He laughed aloud, but neither confirmed or denied her suspicions. And then he had gone the

fol owing morning, and Lara had been glad to see him go. But Archeron was yet concerned by

his son’s attitude, and fretted to Lara. 

“If only he would choose a wife. But each year on his birthday he admires the young women

presented to him, but chooses none to wed. He is older than I was when I chose Alina. If he

does not marry, and beget children our line wil  die out,” Archeron said. He looked at Lara. “My

son admires you greatly.” 

“I know, but he is not the man for me, my lord king,” Lara answered him quietly. “And I yet

“I know, but he is not the man for me, my lord king,” Lara answered him quietly. “And I yet

mourn Vartan. Faerie women, even half-blooded ones, do not love lightly.” 

“But he does respect you, Lara. Perhaps if you would remind him of his duty to the Coastal

Kings he would see reason. He told me that he invited you on this voyage, but that you refused

him. I thought you were interested in the sea, and the Dominion beyond it. That cannot have

changed.” 

“I was fearful of traveling upon those rol ing waters,” Lara lied. 

“You need not be. I wil  take you out in my own smal  boat rather than riding out this afternoon. 

You wil  see you have nothing to fear,” Archeron said. 

That afternoon Lara took her first voyage upon the Sea of Sagitta, in a smal  boat with snowwhite sails that King Archeron manned himself. She found the motion of the sea, the wind on

her face and in her hair, exhilarating. And by afternoon’s end, to her utter amazement, she was

control ing the smal  vessel herself. Each day after that Archeron and Lara sailed his smal

boat together. She realized that she could no longer use the excuse of her fear of the sea to

avoid a voyage with Arcas, yet stil  she did not trust him. But Archeron pleaded with her to

accompany his son when he sailed forth again. Arcas was happiest, his father said, out upon

the sea. She would remind him of his obligations to his own kind, and he would hopeful y

choose a wife and forget Gaius Prospero’s great ambitions. Nothing must change. The

Coastal Kingdom must remain the way it had ever been. 

And Lara agreed because she could not offend this man who had been such a gracious host

to her. She could not tel  him that his son was a lustful and ambitious man who would do only

what was best for Arcas. Besides, it was a short voyage, Archeron explained. She would sail

to the meeting place, the cargoes would be exchanged and they would return. Archeron would

tel  his son to invite the Terahn to a meal so she might speak with him, and learn firsthand of

the Dominion. Then they would return home. 

Arcas returned with his ship’s hold fil ed with luxury goods. He would make another voyage in

a week’s time. 

“Lara wil  go with you this time,” Archeron told his son. 

“You are no longer fearful of the sea?” Arcas asked dryly. 

“I have taught her to sail,” his father replied. 

“I find the sea beautiful, and I very much like riding upon it,” Lara said. “I shal  enjoy meeting the

Terahns, my lord king.” And as she spoke, Lara realized her concerns had vanished. Besides, 

what could Arcas do to her out at sea? She would travel with both Andraste and Verica as

always. She wished she had her horse, Dasras, though she could only imagine Dasras’s

opinion of the sea. It would not be a good one, Lara thought with a smal  smile. She had been

wise to leave him with the Fiacre. 

Several days later they prepared to depart. Arcas had turned over the master’s cabin to her

although he told her he would join her for meals there. The quarters were spacious, located in

the rear of the vessel with a large window overlooking the sea. The ship itself was sturdy, and

built of a fragrant wood that perfumed the air most pleasantly. It was fitted with large square

creamy silk sails, and flew multicolored pendants from its masts. Each of the flags flying

indicated whose ship it was, and the cargo it carried, Archeron explained to Lara as they

watched the vessel being loaded with large baskets of salt and silver boxes of pearls. Final y

he escorted her aboard his son’s ship, and bid her farewel . 

“You are bringing your sword and staff with you?” Archeron asked her, curious. 

“I would never leave them alone,” Lara told him as she lay them on a table in the great cabin. 

“They are a part of me.” 

Archeron kissed her on both cheeks. “I wil  see you when you return. I shal  be interested to

hear your opinion of the Terahns you meet.” He bowed, leaving her, and went ashore. 

Lara went out upon the deck as they set sail. Being upon this large ship was very different

from the smal er one in which she had first traversed the sea. She felt much safer. She

reached for the crystal about her neck.  Well,  she told Ethne,  we are off upon a new adventure, 

 my friend.  The tiny flame in the crystal flared up. 

 Now the real adventure begins. 

 Do not speak to me in riddles. You know how much I dislike it. 

 Look upon Hetar well, my child,  Ethne responded. 

 Will I not see it again?  Lara asked. Her heart was beginning to beat rapidly. 

 One day, but not soon,  Ethne said.  There are other places you must be to accomplish what

 you need to accomplish, my child. 

 Riddles again,  Lara chuckled.  I have a destiny. I am protected. 

 I am glad you remember it,  Ethne murmured mischievously. 

 I cannot forget it, for you will not let me,  Lara told her guardian. 

 Trust only yourself,  Ethne warned her, serious again. 

 I do not trust Arcas,  Lara answered.  But I could not find a way to avoid this voyage. I did try. 

 Should I leap from this vessel and swim ashore while I can? 

 This journey is meant to be, but Arcas will betray you,  Ethne said. 

Lara nodded. 

Arcas now joined her as Lara stood leaning against the rail, watching the coast slowly recede. 

“Are you getting your sea legs?” he asked her. 

“Sea legs?” She turned a puzzled glance to him. 

“Are you becoming used to the motion of the ship?” he repeated with a chuckle. 

“Yes,” she answered him. “It is very different, however, than sailing your father’s little boat along

the shore.” 

“He taught you to sail the boat?” Arcas was interested. 

“I wanted to learn. Your sea is so different from anything I have ever known. I would wager that

most who live in the City have no knowledge of the sea,” Lara told him. “It is quite magnificent. 

I hope we wil  have no storms. The storms I have seen rol  into your coast from this sea can be

frightening.” 

“My ship can weather any storms,” he assured her. “I quite enjoy riding out the fierceness. To

outmaneuver the wind and the waves is exhilarating.” 

“I wil  accept your word for it, Arcas,” Lara told him with a smal  smile. 

But the weather around them remained fair. Her first night at sea Lara slept surprisingly wel . 

On her second day she watched great fish who escorted their ship through the waves, leaping

graceful y alongside the vessel. At dinner that evening she asked Arcas a question that had

been in her mind al  day. 

“Where are the men who sail this ship with you? I have seen few.” 

“The ship sails itself,” Arcas explained. “Did my father not tel  you?” 

“It is alive?” Lara queried him. 

Arcas nodded. “Each of our ships is imbued with a powerful sea spirit who guides it, and

keeps it safe. The few men you have seen with me are here to keep the vessel company, and

to load and unload the cargoes. And I have a single steward who cooks and serves us. The

ship does everything else. I tel  it where I wish to travel, and it takes me there. Of course the

Terahns are not aware of this. I do not believe they have magic, or if they do, we have seen no

evidence of it.” 

“Are they not suspicious that there are so few men aboard your ships?” Lara asked him. 

“Surely they must have noticed.” 

“The ship knows how to protect itself,” Arcas explained. “When we reach our meeting point it

works its magic, and the Terahns see a ful  complement of sailors aboard. Some of these

magical creatures even help with the cargo transfer so the time involved is exactly what it

should be. If I am familiar with the captain who meets us I wil  ask him to join us for a meal. This

way you may meet a Terahn for yourself. I believe my father told me that was the purpose for

your accompanying me.” 

“Yes, I should like to meet a Terahn,” Lara said. 

On the third day of their voyage Lara again sat out upon the ship’s deck and watched the

waves and the iridescent fish who accompanied them, leaping and arcing from the sea. She

found them very beautiful. Again that night she peppered Arcas with questions. 

“You say the ship is inhabited by a powerful sea spirit. Are these other beings who live

beneath the waters? Are there Sea Faeries like our Forest Faeries, our Mountain Faeries and

the Peris of the desert? And how did you get a powerful sea spirit to take your vessel upon

itself? Do you know its name? Is it a male or female spirit?” 

“There has always been a compact between the Coastal Kings and the sea spirits,” Arcas

explained. “We do not know how it came about as we do not know how our trade with the

Terahns began. It has just always been. When a ship is built it is then set upon the waters, and

we invite one of the sea spirits to come inhabit it, and make the vessel its home. They have

never rejected us. Our people are blessed by the sea. As for faeries, I do not know if any exist

beneath the sea. There are ancient tales claiming a civilization there, but I have no knowledge

of such a thing.” 

“Magic is everywhere,” Lara told him. 

“We wil  reach the meeting ground early tomorrow,” Arcas told her. 

“I wil  be up early,” she assured him, relieved that his behavior had been good during their

voyage. He had not touched her even casual y, or made suggestive remarks to her. He had

behaved wel , and yet Lara sensed her instincts about Arcas were correct. He was absolutely

not to be trusted. Given the opportunity, he would betray her. But to whom? And how? 

She was up and dressed early. Out upon the deck she watched as the Terahn ship, quite

similar to that on which she stood, approached. Their vessel already had what Arcas cal ed a

sea anchor out to keep them in place, and their white sails had been lowered, rol ed and tied

to keep them from blowing in the wind. The Terahn ship reached them, and took the same

measures. Two wide planks with wooden handrails were placed between the two vessels, and

immediately the cargo began being transferred between them. Lara watched fascinated as

sailors from the Terahn ship unloaded their cargo onto Arcas’s ship, and an equal number of

men from their ship hurried back and forth across the second gangway with cargo from the

Hetarian ship. 

By midafternoon the transfer of cargo had been completed and one of the gangplanks

removed. Arcas did know the captain of the Terahn ship, and, as promised, had invited him to

dine with them. He arrived in the hour before the sunset. Arcas welcomed him, and drew Lara

forward to introduce her. 

“This is the lady Lara, a famed leader of our world,” Arcas said. “Lara, this is Captain Corrado

of the Dominion.” 

The captain bowed and kissed Lara’s hand. 

“I am pleased to meet you, Captain Corrado,” Lara told him. 

“I had been told Hetarian women spoke,” the Terahn said. “Our women do not.” He then turned

away from her, and began to speak with Arcas. 

Lara was very surprised, but she had wanted to meet a Terahn. Their women did not speak? 

How odd. Perhaps that was why he had been so dismissive of her. Women were obviously of

little importance in the Dominion. Yet without women, who would birth men? She wondered if

anyone had ever considered asking a Terahn male that pertinent question. 

The meal was served, and the two men continued to converse. Lara had to admit that Arcas

did try to include her in the conversation, but Captain Corrado would each time answer Arcas

while ignoring Lara. She wasn’t learning anything about the Terahns except that the men were

horribly rude. She almost signed aloud with her relief as the meal came to an end. 

“Captain Corrado has brought us a fine Terahn sweet wine to complete our meal,” Arcas said, 

and he pointed to indicate a little stone bottle. 

The steward uncorked the bottle and poured the liquid into little silver goblets, setting them

upon a tray and passing them about. First to Captain Corrado, then to Arcas, and final y to

Lara. 

“Let us raise a toast to the friendship between Hetar and the Dominion,” Arcas said, and he

raised his goblet. “To friendship, and continued trade!” 

“To friendship and trade,” his companions echoed. 

Lara sipped from her goblet. 

“No, lady, with this particular wine one must drink it down immediately,” Captain Corrado

spoke directly to her, and then he demonstrated by quaffing his goblet. 

He had actual y addressed her. Lara was surprised. Perhaps she had misjudged him. Arcas

had downed the contents of his goblet. Good manners required that Lara do the same, 

although she found the vintage a bit too sweet for her taste. It was her last memory for some

hours to come. 

The two men looked at the girl who had col apsed upon the floor of the cabin. Arcas looked to

his steward. “Carry her across to Captain Corrado’s vessel. His steward wil  tel  you where to

put the lady.” He then turned back to his companion. “You wil  tel  the Dominus that she is a gift

from King Archeron, Corrado.” 

“Not from you, Arcas?” The Terahn was curious. 

“She is fond of my father. When she is told he betrayed her it wil  give her pain. I want her to

feel that pain,” Arcas replied. 

“You hate her, don’t you?” the Terahn said. 

“I wanted to love her,” Arcas admitted. 

“But she rejected you, and this is your revenge. Wel , the Dominus enjoys women with spirit, 

and I imagine this one wil  give him great pleasure. She is incredibly beautiful.” 

“She’s not a virgin,” Arcas felt he should say. 

“Of course not,” the Terahn replied. “No one that beautiful would remain a virgin. Who is she, 

Arcas? Tel  me her history. The Dominus wil  be interested.” 

“Her father was a mercenary who became a Crusader Knight. Her mother is faerie. She was

sold as a slave to advance her father’s career, but escaped into the Outlands, a lawless area, 

and married one of their leaders. When he was kil ed she returned to Hetar. As her husband

was respected by his kind, so was she,” Arcas told the Terahn captain. “There is little else to

tel .” 

“It’s enough of a story,” Captain Corrado replied. He arose from the table. “I wil  be on my way

now. What do you intend tel ing your father, Arcas?” 

“I have not decided yet,” came his answer. “Perhaps I shal  say the weather grew rough and

she fel  overboard. Despite our efforts she was lost to the sea. It is a plausible excuse, 

Corrado. My father is a simple man and wil  accept such a tale.” 

The two men went out onto the deck, shook hands, and the Terahn crossed over to his ship

again. No sooner had he stepped from the gangway than it was drawn back to the Hetarian

vessel. He turned, but Arcas had already disappeared back into his cabin. Captain Corrado

wondered what had induced him to leave the deck so quickly. 

Entering the master’s cabin Arcas looked about for Lara’s sword and staff. They would be

valuable to him, and she would certainly have no use for them now. But both of the objects that

he sought were gone. He cal ed to his steward. “Where are the sword and staff belonging to

the lady?” he asked the man. 

“Why they are there in that corner, my lord king,” the steward said. He walked to where he had

directed his master, and his glance was puzzled. “They were here. I saw them when I passed

by to take the lady to the Terahn ship, my lord king.” 

Arcas swore under his breath. “They have fol owed her,” he said. Why had he not thought to

enclose them in a cabinet this morning? The damned staff and sword were magic, but if they

had not seen her taken away they would have been his. He swore again, but then he said to

the steward, “Tel  them to raise the anchor. It’s time for us to return home.” 

“Yes, my lord king,” the steward said. 

“It is unfortunate that the lady Lara tumbled over into the sea during a bout of rough weather, 

isn’t it?” Arcas told his servant. 

“Yes, my lord king. Most sad,” the steward answered meekly, and he backed from the cabin

bowing. 

She could have been his queen, Arcas thought. Now she would be a pleasure slave for the

Dominus of Terah. And the Terahns were not known for indulging their women. But it had been

her choice. She could have been his queen! 
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UPON AWAKING, Lara knew she was no longer on Arcas’s ship. She lay on her back in a smal

enclosed space no bigger than a cabinet. She could feel the motion of the sea al  around her. 

She reached for her crystal and was comforted by the feel of it between her slender fingers. 

 The adventure has begun,  she said silently to Ethne. 

As her green eyes grew used to the dim enclosure Lara was able to make out a narrow door. 

Fumbling about she found a door handle and jiggled it. To her surprise the door immediately

sprang open to reveal a large cabin wel  lit by the sunlight outside its bow window. Sitting up

Lara swung her legs over the bunk where she had been lying, and stepped into the cabin. She

quietly closed the cabinet door behind her. She needed no one to tel  her that she was on the

Terahn vessel. For now the best choice she could make was to remain exactly where she was. 

Captain Corrado would come eventual y, and she would learn what she needed to know. 

Spying a tray upon a smal  table she walked over to it. It held a short squat decanter of liquid, 

two smal  carved stone cups and a bowl of fruit. Lara uncorked the decanter and spil ed some

of the liquid into a cup. Putting it to her lips she smiled and drank it down. It was a light and

fragrant wine. She fil ed the cup and, taking a peach from the bowl, settled herself in the

cushioned seat that was built into the bow window. From the position of the sun it was obvious

she had slept many hours into the morning of the next day. And there was nothing but blue sky

reflected in the deep blue waters of the sea around them. Now and again she saw groups of

the arcing jumping fish that she had seen from the deck of Arcas’s ship, but nothing else. They

were alone upon the sea. 

Why, she wondered, had Arcas betrayed her into the hands of the Terahn captain? 

Because, she reasoned to herself, she was meant to enter the Terahn Dominion. But to what

purpose? It would be so much easier to live out her destiny if she knew what that destiny was. 

She had never liked riddles, and yet it seemed her whole life, from the moment she had

departed the City, had been one riddle after another. She turned as the door to the cabin

opened. A young boy scurried in, giving her a quick look with his wide dark eyes. He handed

her a plate upon which was a thick slice of bread and a wedge of cheese. Then, turning, he

hurried off. 

“Thank you,” Lara cal ed after him. 

The boy stopped and turned a face to her that was rigid with surprise. Then without a word he

ran from the cabin. 

Lara shrugged, and, after pouring herself another cup of the wine, began to eat the bread and

cheese. When she had finished her meal she looked about, and saw a basin and pitcher

stowed careful y in a smal  cranny. She poured water from the pitcher into the basin, and

washed her hands and face using a smal  cloth she found by the ewer. Then she went back to

her seat in the bow window and continued to watch the sea sparkling in the afternoon

sunshine. There wasn’t a cloud in the bright blue sky. 

In midafternoon the door to the cabin opened again, and Captain Corrado entered. “How long

have you been awake?” he asked her. 

“Since morning,” Lara said. “The wine was drugged, but how?” 

“The servant was instructed to pass the tray to Arcas and to me first. We knew which goblet

contained the sleeping draught,” he explained. 

“Of course,” Lara answered him. “’Twas cleverly done, Captain Corrado.” 

“Are you not afraid?” he asked. 

“Of what?” Lara replied. 

“You have been betrayed by King Archeron, and sent into bondage across the sea to another

strange land,” Captain Corrado said. 

“Archeron did not deceive me, Captain. He has always been a friend to the Outlands. And

Arcas is foolish to believe that by tel ing me, I should lose al  hope. Hope of what? I am here

upon your ship now because it is meant that I be here. What lies did he tel  you about me? But

no matter — I shal  tel  you my history myself. Wil  you not sit down and al ow me to offer you

some of your most excel ent wine?” 

He was fascinated. He nodded his agreement watching her closely as she poured the wine

and handed him the cup. Then he listened as she quietly and succinctly told him her tale. She

was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen. Her voice was clear and sweetly

mel ifluous. It was a bewitching sound that caressed his ears. He was not used to hearing a

woman’s voice. He found Lara’s enchanting. And her story fascinated him. She was the

daughter of a great warrior, and a faerie queen. Arcas had not quite put it that way. If he had to

trust either of them, he realized, it would be Lara’s truth he accepted, and not the wily Coastal

King’s. 

As she finished he heard her say, “I hope you do not mind, but Andraste and Verica have

come with me. They are quite harmless when not wielded, Captain.” 

“I did not see the servant carrying you bring anything else,” Corrado said. 

Lara laughed. “No, he did not, but my weapons came nonetheless. I told you that I am magic, 

and I am surrounded by magic.” 

and I am surrounded by magic.” 

“If you have such power then why are you here?” he asked her. 

“I have already told you that, Captain. I am here because I am meant to be here at this time,” 

Lara explained gently as if she were tel ing a child. 

“What is your purpose in being here? Have you come to spy for Hetar? Arcas talks a great

deal and much too freely. There are changes coming to your world, lady. 

“Your people wil  take new territory. After they have taken the Outlands they wil  surely turn their

eyes to the sea. The Coastal Kings wil  no longer be able to keep their secrets to themselves, 

and once Hetar learns of Terah and our Dominion they are sure to seek to conquer it. Or has

Arcas already betrayed his own kind?” 

“The Outlands are protected from he who would be emperor, Captain Corrado,” Lara said. 

“Gaius Prospero cannot know that yet, and he wil  strive mightily until he figures it out, if indeed

he does. Hetar believes that its provinces and the Outlands are al  that there is of the world in

which we live. I know it is not, but does your Dominion take up al  the rest? Or are their other

places, and peoples? How much more is there? Have you not ever wondered that?” 

Her curiosity fascinated him. “I do not know if there is more,” he admitted. 

Lara smiled. “But do you want to know?” she asked teasingly. 

He shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said. 

“Is there magic in the Dominion?” she queried him. 

He nodded in the affirmative. “Aye, there is.” 

“Good,” Lara told him. “I shal  look forward to learning al  about it.” 

“You are being given to the Dominus Magnus Hauk,” the captain said. “You wil  live in his

castle, and your freedom wil  be greatly curtailed, for you wil  be considered a slave, lady.” 

Lara laughed. “I was once before considered a slave by men, for al  the good it did them. I am

not a slave, and your Dominus wil  soon learn that. If al  he wishes of me are pleasures he may

have them, as long as I am free to fol ow the path set out for me.” 

Captain Corrado shook his head in wonder. “Lady, I had never seen or heard your like before. 

But because I see no evil in you I must warn you to tread careful y. Magnus Hauk is a very

strong, and extremely determined man. He wil  not tolerate disobedience, especial y from a

woman.” 

“I thank you for your kindness and your advice,” Lara responded. 

“We wil  be arriving tomorrow,” the captain said. 

“Tomorrow? Arcas said each ship met three days out from their home port in the center of the

sea,” Lara exclaimed. 

“Lady, you slept two days,” came the answer. 

“Two days!” Lara was astounded. 

“The brew we gave you was potent,” he said. 

Lara laughed softly. “Aye, it must have been.” 

“I could not be certain you would not object to your current circumstances, and resist violently,” 

Captain Corrado told her. “Had I known your disposition I would have permitted myself to enjoy

your company more. Terahn women are not at al  like you.” 

“If that is so, can you be certain that I wil  appeal to your Dominus?” Lara asked. 

The captain smiled. “A man would be a fool not to want you, lady.” 

She smiled at him. “You flatter me.” 

“Tomorrow when we prepare to enter the fjord, would you enjoy being on deck?” he offered

generously. 

“What is a fjord?” Lara wanted to know. 

“It is an inlet that leads to the Dominus’s castle. There are many such inlets along our coast

that you can take to reach our vil ages.” 

“Have you no central place of authority?” she inquired. 

“The castle of the Dominus is that place. You wil  see,” he told her. 

The fol owing morning the young boy came to the cabin and said, “The captain invites the lady

to view the entering.” 

“Thank you,” Lara told him, and then she said, “Why do you look so fearful?” 

“I have never before heard a woman speak,” the boy responded. 

“Do you not have women in the Dominion?” she asked him. 

“Aye, but our women do not speak,” he answered her. 

“Your women cannot or do not speak?” She was again very surprised. 

He nodded. “They cannot.” 

“Give me a moment to prepare myself,” Lara told him. “Wait outside, and then you wil  escort

me.” 

“Yes, lady,” he said obediently, and left the cabin. 

The gown she wore was thankful y tailored with a long narrow pleated skirt, and long fitted

sleeves. The neckline was cut straight across her col arbone and slightly draped. It was a

silvery gray in color. Lara went to the sleeping cabinet, and slipped Andraste in her leather

scabbard over her head. She picked up Verica and walked from the cabin. Glancing briefly at

her, the boy led Lara up onto the high open deck where Captain Corrado was awaiting her. 

“There is our coast,” he said pointing. 

Lara was overwhelmed by the beauty of the green cliffs and steep hil s that flowed into tal er

mountains. It was beautiful, and quite different from Hetar or the Outlands. And then she saw

the opening between those cliffs. The ship was sailing toward it. “Is that the entrance to your

fjord?” she asked the captain. 

“You have a sharp eye,” he said. “We wil  reach it shortly.” 

“And be done with this infernal rocking to and fro?” a voice demanded to know. 

“Verica!” Lara giggled for both Captain Corrado and the boy by his side looked horrified. She

hastened to reassure them both. “This is Verica, my companion staff. He is most outspoken, I

fear, but he means no harm.” 

“Stop looking so terrified, lad,” Verica said to the cabin boy. “I am the spirit of the tree from

which this staff where I now reside was made. You have, I take it, never seen my like before.” 

“N-no,” the boy stammered. 

“And you are unlikely to see my like again,” Verica told him. 

“This is great magic,” Captain Corrado said. 

“My magic is used only for good,” Lara replied. 

“Wil  we soon land, and be off this rol ing vessel?” Verica asked again. 

“Yes,” Captain Corrado said. “We are almost ready to enter the fjord now. Once we are inside

you wil  find the waters calmer.” 

“I am relieved to hear it,” Verica. “Look at my wood. It has a green tinge to it.” 

“I cannot believe I am talking to a staff,” Captain Corrado said. 

“The staff but houses my spirit,” Verica told him. “Can you not see my face? I am told that it is

quite a handsome face. Is that not so, Mistress?” 

Lara turned her staff slightly, and the captain found himself staring into a long stern face with

sharp eyes, a long, narrow nose, thin lips and a long curling beard. It was a beautiful y carved

face of a certain elegance. 

“Ah, now I see you,” the captain said. “And, yes, you have a most impressive visage, Verica. I

am pleased to make your acquaintance.” 

“As I am to make yours, Captain,” Verica replied in his most courtly manner. 

The vessel began its turn into the fjord, and after a few moments of rough water where the inlet

and the sea met they found themselves sailing upon what appeared to be a silken river. The

green of the cliffs around them was so vivid it almost hurt Lara’s eyes. 

“Just a few miles upriver, and you wil  see the castle of the Dominus upon the heights,” Captain

Corrado said. 

“May I remain on deck?” Lara asked him. “It is al  so beautiful.” 

“I wil  have the boy bring you something to sit upon,” he replied. “I must now see to our landing

and the unloading of the cargo. I wil  not take you to the castle until that is done. My first duty is

to my ship.” 

“Of course,” Lara agreed. She was quite content to sit in the leather sling chair the cabin boy

brought her and observe her new surroundings. The air was fresh with a mixture of both the

sea and the land now. She saw no cattle, or horses, or sheep grazing on the hil sides. There

were no vil ages, but Corrado had said there were. Perhaps this entry to the castle of the

Dominus was al  private land. And then their ship sailed around a sharp bend in the fjord, and

Lara saw it. 

The great castle was built half into the rock of the hil side. It was dark stone, massive in size, 

and yet it was not ponderous. It had soaring graceful towers with peaked roofs of gray slate. 

She could see greenery trailing over its wal  in some places, and thought that there might be

gardens behind those wal s. There was nothing at al  like it in Hetar except perhaps in the

province of the Shadow Princes. Gaius Prospero would be pea-green with envy if he saw this

magnificent castle. She smiled to herself. She could scarcely wait to learn al  she could about

the Terahn Dominion. And especial y why did the women of this land not speak — a most

curious mystery. 

Their vessel nosed itself towards the shore where a long stone quay pushed out into the fjord. 

The ship was tied firmly to the quay, a gangway lowered, and then the unloading of the cargo

began. Each box, each container, was quickly removed down the stone way through an

entrance in the cliffs. Captain Corrado stood directing his men. As the ship grew emptier it

began to float more lightly at its mooring. Final y the last of the cargo had been removed from

the ship, and Captain Corrado came to fetch Lara. 

“You are ready?” he asked her. 

“I am,” she said. “Wil  I meet the Dominus now?” 

“Probably,” he replied. “I am always expected to present myself to him immediately when I

return from a voyage. He and I are kin.” 

“It is a steep climb,” Lara noted as they walked down the gangway, and began to traverse the

quay. 

“We need not climb,” he told her. “You wil  soon see.” 

He led her to the entry in the stone cliffs. Inside he took Lara’s hand, and they stepped through

a wooden gate onto an open platform enclosed by a railing. Almost at once the platform

began to rise up through the interior of the cliff. Surprised, Lara watched as the platform

passed by several open gates in the stone wal s. As they approached the top of the cliff, she

could see through to corridors, each one a bit grander than the one before it. 

“How is this done?” she asked the captain. 

“The conveyance is drawn up and lowered back down again by a mountain giant. We employ

them for this purpose. They are not very intel igent, but they are quite strong and goodnatured,” he explained. “You mentioned that you have known giants.” 

“Only one, and he was considered smal  for his breed,” Lara replied. 

“These are big fel ows,” Captain Corrado said. The platform stopped, and a servant was there

to open the gates for them. They stepped into a wel -lit corridor. “Lady, our men are not used to

the sound of a woman’s voice. Try to remain silent. And be warned that the Dominus is a stern

man. Please be discreet, for your own safety.” 

“Thank you,” Lara responded, touched by his concern. Then she fol owed him down the

corridor accompanied by the servant who had helped them into the hal way. 

“The master is in his private quarters,” Lara heard the servant say to Captain Corrado. “He

was not certain you would arrive today.” 

“The weather was good, the seas fair. I have a surprise for the Dominus,” Captain Corrado

answered the servant. 

“The woman?” The servant cast a quick glance in Lara’s direction. 

“She is half-faerie, and Hetarian,” the captain said. “She is a gift.” 

“And a fine one!” the servant responded enthusiastical y. “I wish someone would gift me like

that, my lord Captain.” And the two men chuckled, sharing the jest. 

At the very end of the corridor were a pair of double doors fashioned from bronze. There were

no guards before the door, Lara noted. Clearly the Dominus was entirely secure in his castle. 

The servant opened one of the doors and ushered them into a large chamber. To their left

were great tal  windows overlooking the fjord. Before them was a massive hearth with great

andirons holding several large logs that burned brightly. 

A man who had been seated in a large high-backed chair by that fire now arose to meet them. 

He was very, very tal , and his frame was large, yet in perfect proportion with his size. The face

was handsome but severe, with a long nose, high forehead and cheekbones and thin lips. His

hair was short and deep gold in color, with lighter gold highlights here and there. Thick gold

eyebrows above turquoise-blue eyes matched his hair. He wore a single garment, a long dark

blue robe with a round neckline. The look he gave Captain Corrado was a warm one. 

The captain fel  to a single knee, and taking one of the Dominus’s big hands pressed it to his

forehead, his lips and then his heart. “My lord.” 

“Welcome home, Corrado,” the Dominus said. His voice was deep and musical. 

“Now get up, kinsman, and tel  me how the voyage went.” He appeared to show no interest

whatsoever in the woman by Corrado’s side, but Lara had seen the quick flick of an eye that

he shot in her direction. 

“It was an ordinary journey but for one thing, my lord. Have you the time to listen to me?” 

Corrado asked the Dominus. 

Magnus Hauk nodded. 

“King Arcas wished to dispose of a political enemy, and so he has sent her to you as a gift. 

She is half-faerie, and she speaks with the sound of nightingales,” the captain said. “Her name

is Lara. She is intel igent. I have learned her history, but it is better told by her. I hope she wil

please you so I may tel  Arcas when I see him again that she has.” 

“Does Arcas think we have no women in my Dominion? Or perhaps he believes Hetarian

women surpass Terahn women,” Magnus Hauk said. 

“I believe it is just that he wished to rid himself of me, and thought to curry favor with you, my

lord Dominus,” she said boldly. 

The Dominus turned his gaze to Lara’s. His was a most powerful glance, and she almost

looked away, but she did not. “Her voice is indeed sweet to my ears,” Magnus Hauk said to

his kinsman as if Lara were not even there. “And she is beautiful, I wil  admit.” He reached out

as though to grasp the neck of her gown, but Lara stayed his hand. 

“My lord, I have but this one garment to my name,” she said. 

“Remove it then so I may ful y see what the Coastal King has sent me,” he told her. “You may

remain, Corrado.” 

“My lord, with your permission I should prefer to withdraw. What lies beneath that gown is a

sight that should only be for your eyes,” the captain said. 

The Dominus laughed. “Always the man of perfect discretion,” he answered. “Go then, my

kinsman. We wil  speak tomorrow, and I wil  tel  you if I gained pleasures with this woman and

mean to keep her, or if I wil  give her as a reward to another.” 

Captain Corrado looked horrified. “My lord,” he cried. “You must not al ow another to have her. 

She has great magic, and wil  be of much use to you. Do not al ow anyone else to gain the

advantage over you.” 

Now the Dominus was intrigued, and his lust was put aside for the moment. “Tel  me of her

magic,” he demanded. 

The captain turned to Lara. “Show him, please,” he begged her. 

Lara laughed softly. “My lord Dominus, I ask your permission to show you my sword, Andraste. 

She is a most unusual weapon, but I should not unsheathe her without your permission.” 

“You have it,” he answered quietly. “Are you an assassin then?” 

“No, my lord Dominus. I am warrior-trained by the Shadow Princes of Hetar. When I completed

my training the sword was a gift from the great sword master Lothair. It possesses a victory

spirit who is cal ed Andraste.” Lara careful y drew her weapon from the sheath on her back. 

Holding it flat upon her two palms she displayed it to him. 

The Dominus reached out to take the sword, but jumped back startled as a deep and powerful

woman’s voice warned him off. 

“Greetings, Dominus Magnus Hauk. I am Andraste, and I permit only my mistress’s hand to

touch me. I drink the blood of the wicked.” 

“What magic is this?” Magnus Hauk asked suspiciously. 

“The magic of Hetar, my lord Dominus,” Lara answered him. “The staff I carry also has a name, 

and a voice.” She turned Verica to face the Dominus. 

“Greetings, Magnus Hauk. I am Verica,” the staff said. 

The Dominus stared hard for a moment, and then he said, “Your face is a noble one, Verica. I

greet you.” 

Andraste began to hum low. The Dominus had not greeted her. 

But then he turned back to the sword, saying, “You are every bit as beautiful as your mistress, 

Andraste.” 

“And far fiercer, Dominus,” Andraste replied tartly, and Lara knew her weapon was slightly

offended by Magnus Hauk’s patronizing compliment. 

“With your permission again, my lord Dominus,” Lara said, “I wil  resheathe Andraste.” She

quickly did so, and at the same time set Verica aside. 

“I wil  not take your weapons from you,” Magnus Hauk told Lara. “You have my word on it. But I

would have you put them aside now. I cannot take pleasures with an armed woman.” 

“I wil  leave you now,” Captain Corrado said bowing to his kinsman. 

“Thank you, Captain, for your courtesy and kindness,” Lara said quietly. 

The sea captain bowed briefly to her, and hurried from the chamber. 

“You have obviously impressed him,” Magnus Hauk said. “I have never known him to bow to a

woman. Our silent women are hardly worthy of such respect.” 

“Al  women are worthy of respect, my lord Dominus,” Lara told him. 

“Even in Hetar?” he asked her softly. 

“What do you know of Hetar?” she countered. 

“Very little,” he admitted. “And other than the Coastal Kings, Hetar knows nothing of us. Are

you going to remove your gown, or must I rip it from you, Lara?” 

“Are you always so impatient, my lord Dominus? I learned long ago that patience leads to

greater pleasures than a hasty coupling.” She undid her gown at a shoulder, and shrugged it

off. The silvery fabric slid to the stone floor of the chamber with a faint hiss. 

Lara now stood quietly, and very stil . 

Magnus Hauk stared at the beautiful woman before him. She was the most perfect female he

had ever seen in al  his days. “Are al  Hetarian woman as beautiful as you, Lara?” he asked

her, genuinely curious. 

“No,” she replied honestly. “I am unique by virtue of my faerie blood, my lord Dominus. I expect

women, like men, wherever they are from, come in many shapes and sizes. Some are always

fairer than others. Some are plainer than others. Wil  you remove your robe so I may view your

nakedness as you now gaze at mine?” 

Magnus Hauk didn’t know whether to laugh or remonstrate with this bold woman. Terahn

women were silent and obedient. They always did as they were bid. But this beautiful female

could be an interesting puzzle to solve. She intrigued him in spite of himself. A quick smile

touched his lips. He undid the frog closures holding his garment shut, and shrugged it off. His

eyes were fixed on hers. 

Lara held his gaze for a long moment, and then breaking it, she looked him up and she looked

him down, walking around him slowly as she did so. “You are a man of impressive attributes,” 

she final y told him. 

Reaching out he drew her against him. His hand began to slowly caress her heart-shaped

face, the tips of his fingers brushing lightly against her skin as he traced the delicate structure. 

His turquoise eyes caught her green ones in a mesmerizing hold. His dark gold head bent as

he murmured softly against her lips, “And you, my faerie beauty, are intoxicating.” 

His touch on her face, on her lips, set her heart to racing. She had cared deeply for Vartan of

the Fiacre, but she was ready to love again. Yet something about this man cried danger! 

Instinct warned her that this was a man who could capture her heart, and break it. She

shivered with the knowledge. He smiled wolfishly down at her as if he understood her very

thoughts. It was a mistake on his part. Lara toughened her softening heart. To give this man an

easy victory would be a great mistake, and she had no intention of erring where Magnus Hauk

was concerned. 

His mouth brushed hers. It had been months since she had experienced a warm mouth on

hers. It felt wonderful, but her own lips remained cool and uncommitted to him. This was a

battle that the Dominus was not going to win. His kiss deepened, becoming fierce and

demanding. His body was hard against her. His tongue forced its way into her mouth. Lara

briefly lost control of herself as the hot wet digit brushed her tongue. But then she recovered

and firmly pul ed her head away from him. 

“You are bruising me,” she complained to him. “My skin is delicate, and I wil  be marked by

your roughness.” 

He stifled the groan that threatened to explode from within him. Women did not complain to or

deny Magnus Hauk. Nor would they, had they been able to speak. Women yielded to the

Dominus and were grateful for his attention. He grasped one of her beautiful breasts and

squeezed it hard. “You,” he said with emphasis, “belong to me. You wil  obey me as your

master.” 

“Wil  you beat me if I don’t?” Lara asked him. The look in her eyes was wicked. 

“You belong to me!” he repeated. 

“My lord Dominus, let us settle this matter immediately. Arcas of the Coastal Kings has done a

stupid thing by sending me to you. I am Lara, daughter of Swiftsword of the Crusader knights, 

and Ilona, queen of the Forest Faeries. I am the widow of Vartan, Lord of the Fiacre and head

of the High Council of the Outlands. I am no man’s slave. Arcas is a fool, and he cannot know

that his behavior was but a means for me to cross the sea, to come to Terah. I have a destiny

to fulfil , and believe me when I tel  you it is not to be your Pleasure Woman. 

“You are a means to an end for me, Magnus Hauk. But until my instincts tel  me otherwise I am

content to remain here with you. And I wil  share pleasures with you. I find you handsome and

virile. I even think I might desire you a little bit.” She smoothed a hand up his bare chest. “Yes,” 

she purred moving closer to him again. “I desire you.” 

“I may kil  you,” he growled at her. In his wildest imaginings he had never thought to hear a

woman speak, let alone speak the words she had spoken to him. She was a defiant creature, 

but she chal enged him to conquest. He would tame her, and she would be his as long as she

continued to please him. 

She laughed into his face. “How wil  you kil  me, my lord Dominus? Tel  me it wil  be with

pleasure, with your hands, your tongue, that great weapon hanging between your legs.” 

Reaching out she began to stroke him, fondling the seed sack beneath his rod. 

Fiery heat suffused his big body, and he felt suddenly weak with his need for her. Taking her

face between his hands he began to kiss her. Her lips now responded to his, parting slightly, 

moist and inviting, luring him onward. Magnus felt the strength fil ing him once more as she

seemed to yield slightly to him. The tips of her breasts were like hard little nubs against his

chest, her mons hot against his groin. He was backing her toward the hearth, and then

suddenly he kicked her legs from beneath her, and lowered her to the floor. 

Lara had regained control of herself. Her faerie heart had learned to be icy cold again. It would

protect her. But she was also beginning to enjoy the man making love to her. She could tel  he

was skil ed at it. He would give her pleasure, true, but she would give him pleasure such as he

had never known in return. She would bind him to her, Lara knew. He would not realize it at

first. He would just appreciate the physical sensations she offered him as their bodies met. 

But before long, he would be hers. He moved to mount her, but Lara held him off. “Not yet, my

lord Dominus,” she whispered, pushing him over so that he rol ed onto his back. “Let me offer

you sweetness beyond measure.” 

His need for her was desperate, but something in her voice caused him to lay back. Kneeling

next to him Lara began to place feathery little kisses over his torso. She did this for some

minutes. Then she began to lick the flesh she had previously kissed. Her tongue was warm

and slicked across his torso, lighting tiny fires as it traveled. He was burning up as she

climbed onto him, pushing a nipple into his mouth. “Suckle!” she commanded him. 

He obeyed, drawing on the nipple strongly over and over again while his hand kneaded her

other breast. After a time he released the nipple and turned his head to its twin. He sucked on

it, even grazing the tender flesh with his teeth briefly. When she took her breasts from him and

slid her body down his, he almost cried out like a maid. 

“Does al  this please you, my lord Dominus?” she asked him in a now husky voice. Her eyes

had gone sloe with their growing desire. 

“Aye,” his voice almost cracked beneath the raging fire of his lusts. “Now it is my turn to

pleasure you, Lara.” Somehow, and he wasn’t certain how, he managed to position himself

between her legs. He felt weak with his desire. Lowering his head he spread her nether lips

open. She was already moist, and he smiled, pleased. His tongue began to slide across the

pinkish flesh. She was almost sweet to his taste. Before him the tiny nub of her sex beckoned

him. He touched it first with just the tip of his tongue, and heard a smal  moan from her lips. He

teased the nub gently at first, and then unable to help himself flicked his tongue fiercely back

and forth over it until she was almost screaming. The sound was music to his ears. His

strength returned, flowing into his big limbs as she sobbed and began to thrash beneath the

marauding digit. 

“Tel  me what you want,” he growled into her ear. 

“Tel  me what you want!” she demanded back. 

“You!” he said. 

“You!” she returned. It was time to give him the victory. She had already proven she was his

equal in this game. 

“Do you want me inside of you, Lara?” he teased her, placing a deep kiss on the now swol en

nub before he gave it a final nip with his teeth that sent her into a sobbing frenzy of

desperation. 

“Yes! I want you inside of me,” Lara whispered. “I need you, my lord Dominus! Hurry, please! 

Do not torture me any longer.” 

“You deserve nothing more for your bold defiance,” he said cruel y. 

“Please!” she begged him. He was a worthy opponent. She felt him moving on her, the tip of

his great manroot preparing to take its revenge. She opened herself to him. “Please, my lord

Dominus! Give us the pleasure that only you can!” 

He thrust hard and deep, struggling briefly to prevent his juices from fil ing her too quickly. She

cried out with his advance as he pushed al  the way to the mouth of her womb. She was hot

and tight around him. He had never known a woman’s body to be like this. He could feel her

juices already bathing him. Slowly he withdrew almost al  the way from her, only to plunge

within once more. Her slender body matched itself to his movement as he began to surge

back and forth upon her. 

She could not control herself — his deep wel  of passion had caught her unawares. She had

never known its like. He fil ed her even as Vartan had fil ed her, and yet it was different. She felt

different. She didn’t understand what was happening, but she knew men enough to know that

her unfettered response to his passion was giving him the greatest pleasures either of them

had ever know. Understanding she could no longer manage the situation Lara gave into it. She

flew. She burned. She melted into a helpless creature lost among the stars. And as the most

incredible pleasure she had ever known consumed her, Lara screamed with her rapture, and

then fel  into a warm and dark chasm that reached up to enfold her. 

His juices exploded with such violence that Magnus Hauk thought Lara would be rendered

asunder. Surely there would be nothing left after this lustful bout. Blood thundered in his ears

as her scream of delight reached him. His heart was pounding wildly, and for the briefest

moment he thought he was going to die from the sweetness that consumed him. With the last

of his strength he pul ed away from her, rol ing onto his back. When he could see clearly again

and his heart was beating at a more normal rate he said to her, “I have never known pleasures

like that.” 

“Nor I,” Lara admitted softly. 

“Why did you refuse the Coastal King?” he asked her. 

“He is not my fate,” Lara replied. “Why would I waste pleasures on him? I am not some

Pleasure Woman who is paid for her services. Nor am I your slave, my lord Dominus.” 

“Nay,” Magnus Hauk admitted. “You are not my slave, Lara, but then what are you to be to me? 

” 

“Your guest?” Lara teased him gently. 

He roared with laughter, sitting up, and turning to look down at her. “Aye, you are my guest,” he

agreed humorously. “And you are my lover.” 

She sat up, nodding. “It is fair,” she said. “But what if I wish to take pleasures with another, my

lord Dominus?” 

“I wil  kil  you,” he replied. “You are mine!” 

“Nay,” she said. “You are mine!” 

“A man cannot be ruled by a woman, Lara,” he told her seriously. 

“And I cannot be ruled by any other, man or woman,” Lara responded, looking him directly in

the eye. 

The Dominus paused, surprised by her words. “I see,” he said, “that we already have

differences between us. We wil  have to negotiate them, wil  we not?” The blue eyes twinkled

at her. 

What an interesting man, Lara thought. He is strong, and he is arrogant, but he has a sense of

humor. “I am said to be very good at the art of negotiation, my lord Dominus.” 

“Are you hungry?” he asked her. 

“Ravenous!” she told him. 

He arose and pul ed her to her feet. “Let us get dressed, and then we wil  eat before this fire

where we have already temporarily satisfied our other appetites. Then I intend making love to

you again. Al  night. And after I shal  take you to the women’s quarters in the castle where you

wil  meet my sister, Sirvat. She is in charge of the women here.” 

“You have no wife or mate?” Lara asked him. 

“No,” he said shortly, pul ing on his dark robe again. “Just women.” 

Lara picked up her gown from where it had dropped. She slipped it on, and finding her

sandals slid her feet into them again. It had been a most interesting day, and already the sun

was sinking toward the horizon. Toward Hetar. 

The Dominus cal ed for food. When it arrived Lara was pleased by the variety offered. There

was roasted meat, rare as she liked it, and as the Dominus obviously liked it. There was a fat, 

stuffed capon that sat upon a platter amid a sauce of stewed plums and apricots. There were

long thin yel ow bean stalks that had been steamed tender. A salad of mixed lettuces, some

purple and orange leaves as she had never before seen mixed with the greens. The salad had

been tossed with a tangy dressing the ingredients of which she could not easily identify. There

were two cheeses, one soft with a delicate creamy flavor, and the other hard, very sharp, and

golden in color. Yet there was only one smal  loaf of bread. It was fresh and warm, however, but

its flavor was unfamiliar to her. 

They both ate heartily, and drank an intoxicating wine Lara suspected had been wel  laced with

herbs to encourage their evening’s activity. And true to his word, Magnus Hauk spent the hours

that fol owed making slow sweet love with Lara. When morning came, however, he escorted

her through the castle and placed her in the care of his young sister, Sirvat. 

The rooms in which she had spent the night with the Dominus were elegant, but spare in

furnishings. His chamber held only a large bed and a plain wooden chest. The corridors

through which she now traveled were also simple. The wal s were a smooth stone of a neutral

color, lit by crystal globes fil ed with what appeared to be fire-flies. The floors were dark slate. 

Lara was therefore surprised when the Dominus opened the doors at the end of a long hal way

and ushered her inside. 

The Women’s Quarters of the castle were more luxurious than anything Lara had ever seen. 

The rooms were spacious, yet not overlarge. The wal s were painted a warm golden yel ow, 

and hung with exquisite tapestries woven in clear reds, blues, greens, purples and creams. 

The tapestries told stories, probably of Terah’s history, Lara thought as she admired them. The

furnishings were feminine — low couches upholstered in soft fabrics of various hues, plump

silk and velvet pil ows decorated with gold and silver threads, with tasseled edges. There were

delicate tables of inlaid woods and mother-of-pearl. Little velvet stools. Hanging lamps of

amethyst glass. There were heavy soft rugs covering parts of the floors. 

As they entered, a lovely girl with golden-brown hair came forward, smiling. She bowed to

Magnus Hauk, taking his two hands in hers and pressing them to her heart in a pretty gesture

of welcome. Then her curious turquoise glance went to Lara. 

“This is Lara, my Hetarian guest,” Magnus Hauk said to his sister. “Wil  you see she is wel

cared for, Sister?” 

The young woman nodded, and turned her smile on Lara. 

“My youngest sister, Sirvat,” the Dominus said to Lara. “Like al  our women she hears, but is

unable to speak.” He turned to his sibling. “Sirvat, do not be afraid, but the women of Hetar

have voices with which they speak and both Corrado and I have heard.” 

Sirvat raised a curious eyebrow, but nodded to her brother. 

“I wil  leave you now,” the Dominus said to Lara. “You wil  be safe here.” 

“When wil  I see you again?” Lara asked him. 

“When you do,” he replied with a grin. 

Lara smiled back mischievously. “You wil  lust for me soon enough, my lord Dominus. And if it

pleases me I wil  come to you.” 

Magnus Hauk laughed aloud. Then turning, he left her. 

Lara felt a tug on her sleeve. 

“Come along, woman of Hetar,” a soft voice said to her. 

Lara spun about. Were her ears deceiving her? “You speak!” she exclaimed. “Why does the

Dominus think you do not?” Were her ears deceiving her. 

“Come,” Sirvat said, “and I wil  tel  you.” She led her guest into a lovely large room with arched

windows opening out into a wal ed green garden, and a tiled marble fountain in its center. 

Taking Lara’s hand Sirvat brought her to a pil owed bench. “It’s that wretched curse that was

placed upon us several hundred years ago,” she began. “A powerful sorcerer who cal ed

himself Usi had come from the North, seeking to control Terah. And he did for several years. 

But he was cruel, taking women for his pleasure, which more times than not was for the

purposes of torture and not passion. He hoarded wealth, impoverishing the people. No one

knew what to do to stop him. He was, it was said, a ruthless being. 

“Final y a woman cal ed Geltruda decided that something must be done if our people were to

be saved. She went out of her way to catch the eye of Usi. They say she was the most

beautiful woman in al  of Terah. The sorcerer lusted after her, but she kept him at arm’s length

until he could no longer bear his desire, and she agreed to come to his bed wil ingly. Before

she did she covered her body with poison so that no matter where Usi might kiss her, his lips

would absorb it. By the time he realized what she had done it was too late, and Geltruda

herself already lay dead of the poison. 

“She had told her brothers of her plans, and now they burst into the chamber where their dead

sister and the dying sorcerer lay. They sat watching his agony. He cursed them with his last

breath; because they had accepted her counsel and al owed her to kil  him, the men of the

Dominion would no longer hear the voices of their women. And so it happened as Usi said. 

But as the men of the Terahn Dominion could stil  hear everything else, they decided that it was

the women who could no longer speak, and so they believe to this day. No one has ever been

able to lift the curse.” 

“Has anyone tried?” Lara asked Sirvat. 

“Oh yes. But the magic of Terah is not strong enough. I wish it were. There are so many things

we would say to our men if they could hear us,” the young woman said with a chuckle. “Wil  you

tel  my brother?” 

“I don’t know. Would you mind if I did? I am curious to learn more about this sorcerer. Perhaps I

could lift the curse.” 

“Have you magic, then?” Sirvat inquired politely. 

“I am half-faerie,” Lara explained, “and aye, I do have magic.” 

“Who is this?” a voice demanded. 

Lara looked up to see a woman with dark red hair. Behind her were two others, both darkhaired. 

“Lara, these are my brother’s women, Uma, Alcippe and Felda. This is Lara, a woman of

Hetar. She is Magnus’s guest.” 

“His new lover, you mean, Sirvat,” the red-haired woman said sharply. She glared at Lara. “You

are, aren’t you?” 

“And are you?” Lara said haughtily. 

“I am Uma, the Dominus’s favorite of his favored women,” came the reply. 

“No longer, I think,” Lara said softly. 

Uma looked outraged. She tried to speak but no words came out. 

The two brunettes, one tal  and slender, the other petite with a sweet face, giggled. They

seemed pleased that Uma was upset. Interesting, Lara thought. 

“You are being rude, Uma,” Sirvat said. “Who my brother takes pleasures with is not your

affair. Consider yourself fortunate to have attracted him, and to be living in the castle of the

Dominus. You could find yourself back on the auction block.” 

“Ohhhh,” the two brunettes gasped in unison. 

“You are not my mistress!” Uma snapped. 

“No, I am not,” Sirvat said. “I am the sister of the Dominus, and run his household. If you persist

in your rudeness I wil  speak with Magnus.” 

“Hah!” Uma said. “He cannot hear us. How wil  you communicate such a complex request to

him?” 

“He hears Lara,” Sirvat said with a wicked smile. “She is not Terahn, but Hetarian. We have

never known a woman from Hetar before, but she is now here, and he can indeed hear her

voice.” She laughed at the look of surprise on Uma’s face. 

“I hate you!” Uma said, and she ran from the chamber. 

“Can the lord Dominus real y hear your voice? I am Alcippe,” the tal er girl said. 

“Yes, he can,” Lara told her. “Both he and Captain Corrado were very surprised.” 

“Uma is very haughty,” the smal er girl noted. “I am Felda. She thinks she has such favor with

the lord Dominus that she can do what she wants.” 

“But she cannot,” Sirvat said with emphasis. “Felda, dear, wil  you see a servant prepares a

comfortable chamber for Lara? The empty one next to mine is suitable.” 

“Of course, Sirvat,” Felda replied, and hurried off. 

“Felda is very sweet-natured,” Sirvat said. “And Alcippe is very intel igent, are you not? Poor

Uma has nothing but her lush body with which to attract my brother.” 

“She has been successful so far,” Alcippe said with a chuckle. 

“Beauty is both a blessing and a curse,” Lara said. 

“Yes, I can see you would know that,” Alcippe said with a wry smile. “I do not think I have ever

seen anyone as fair as you are.” 

Lara sighed. “It has been said of me many times,” she admitted. 

“Are you a slave?” Alcippe wanted to know. 

“No,” Lara told her, and then she explained her history to her two companions concluding with, 

“The Dominus has agreed that I am a free woman, which is fortunate since there is much I

wish to learn of Terah. I hope some of you wil  be able to accompany me when I travel outside

of the castle precincts.” 

“We do not go outside of the castle or its grounds,” Sirvat said. “No woman leaves the

environs of her vil age in Terah. And we do not leave the castle.” 

“Have you no capital city?” Lara asked Sirvat. 

“What is a city?” the younger woman wanted to know. 

“It is a place of many buildings, and districts. There are merchants and lords, common folk, 

and markets sel ing al  manner of goods. A capital city is from where the government rules,” 

Lara explained. 

“We have no such place,” Sirvat replied. “It is here from the castle that the Dominus rules. And

it is here that many in my brother’s service dwel . In the castle depths there are shops where

the vil agers may purchase any goods we need. We have but to request an item, and one of

our women servants wil  fetch it. Al  the shops that a woman might patronize have women to

serve. There is no need for us to leave the castle.” 

“But how did Alcippe and the others get here? They are slaves, are they not?” 

“Yes, they are,” Sirvat said. “Now and again my brother goes to the vil ages. Sometimes

women are offered to him for his pleasure. And sometimes, if they please him, they are given

to him.” 

“Your men are afraid for their women because they think they cannot speak,” Lara said. “This

curse has made it very difficult for your society. Before the sorcerer did you interact, one

vil age with another?” 

“There are tales of festivals, and fairs, and holidays celebrated as a whole,” Sirvat replied. 

“But such things were done long ago, and even we are not certain in the truth of these tales. If

not for the books we should not know at al .” 

Lara nodded. “But the Dominus in his castle remained your ruler.” 

“Yes,” Sirvat responded. 

Lara wondered how large the Terahn Dominion was. Was it possible for Magnus Hauk to

control an enormous territory where only the men fraternized with one another? How far did his

lands extend? None of it, to her knowledge touched Hetar. Were there other seas? Other

lands? There was so much to learn, so much she needed to know. Did Magnus Hauk have the

answers she sought? Why was she here? 

Felda returned and said to Sirvat, “The chamber next to yours is being aired, but it is ready to

receive an occupant. Have I missed anything?” 

“Shal  I repeat myself?” Lara asked them with a smile. 

Sirvat nodded eagerly. “It is such a fascinating story, Lara. Tel  us again, and let Felda hear. 

And then we wil  show you our gardens. Have you ever had a garden of your own? We grow

the most beautiful flowers.” 

“Aye, I have had a garden,” Lara told them. And then she again commenced a recitation of her

history for them. “I am the daughter of the Crusader Knight, John Swiftsword, formerly a

Mercenary, and Ilona, queen of the Forest Faeries…” 
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LARA SOON LEARNED that Sirvat and the others had not exaggerated. The women who lived in

the castle did not venture away from its precincts. But looking from a tower window Lara was

stunned by the beauty she saw, and she wanted to see more. She longed to ride out into Terah

although she did understand why Terah thought their women too helpless to travel. 

Helpless? Lara almost laughed aloud at her own thoughts. Sirvat and the other women were

far from helpless. They managed the Dominus’s household and al  that went with it very

capably. And Lara assumed it was much the same in the rest of the castle, and in the vil ages

beyond. But there seemed to be two separate societies in Terah. The men did what they had

to do, and the women the same. They interacted very little except in the bedroom. And as long

as the two factions could not act as one, Terah would remain as it was, and it would be

vulnerable to Hetar sooner or later. She had considered when to tel  the Dominus what she

had learned. She needed to understand Terah more before she spoke with him. 

Final y Lara approached the Dominus one late afternoon as they sat together in his own

private garden. They were, after several weeks, on a first name basis. “Magnus, are you

aware that your long-ago sorcerer placed his curse not upon your women, but upon the men of

Terah?” 

“What?” He looked very surprised, as wel  he might. “I do not understand, Lara.” 

“Your women speak,” she told him. “It is you men who cannot hear them. That is exactly what

the sorcerer wanted. That you no longer hear the voices of women, for it was a woman who

had overcome him.” 

“The women speak,” he repeated in a slightly bemused tone. “You actual y hear the sound of

their voices? It is not something in your head?” 

“It is not an imagining, Magnus. The women have voices, and they speak,” Lara told him. 

“Uma, who is unfriendly and unpleasant of temperament, has a particularly sweet voice. She

sings sometimes in the evening when she is not needed by you. I am sorry you cannot hear

her voice, for it is lovely.” 

“Can your magic undo this curse?” he asked her. 

“I don’t know,” Lara told him. “I wil  ask Ethne.” 

“Who is Ethne?” He had never heard her mention that name. 

Lara lifted up the crystal from the narrow gold chain about her neck. “Ethne,” she said aloud, 

“please show yourself to the Dominus.” 

A flame within the crystal flickered brightly. 

“What is it?” he asked. 

“She is the guardian given to me by my mother, Queen Ilona, when she left me with my mortal

father,” Lara explained. “We speak a silent language, she and I. I wil  ask her how I must go

about lifting the curse placed upon you. I have never before lifted a curse, but I believe I can do

it.” She looked down at the crystal between her two fingers.  Ethne, I would help the men of

 Terah. Can I break this curse? 

 You must know the words of the curse before you can confound it, and make it yield to you, 

Ethne said.  Will they be remembered after all these many years? 

“Magnus,” Lara said to him, “how long ago was this curse laid upon Terah? And did anyone

record the words of the malediction?” 

“It was over five hundred years ago,” he answered her. “As for the words of the curse, if they

are anywhere, they are recorded in the Book of Terah, which is kept in the Temple of the Great

Creator.” 

“Then let us go there and find out,” Lara said. “I am becoming very bored in the Women’s

Quarters. There is nothing to do. I am not used to being an ornament for mere pleasure, my

lord Dominus.” 

His turquoise eyes twinkled. “Is that what you are? A pleasure ornament?” Grinning, he

reached out for her, but Lara quickly jumped back. 

“Oh no,” she said laughing, and wagging a warning finger at him. “First we must settle this

matter, and then we wil  discuss entertaining your wicked lust once more.” 

“I agree. We wil  leave tomorrow,” he said. “We found the most beautiful golden stal ion outside

of the gates this morning. He reminds me of you. He is yours if you think you can ride him. Now

come here, my faerie love.” 

“A golden stal ion? With a cream-colored mane and tail?” Lara said excitedly. 

“Aye,” the Dominus replied. 

She jumped up from the pil ows where they had been lounging. “Take me to him, Magnus!” 

She seemed suddenly galvanized by this knowledge. 

“Very wel ,” he said arising. “But afterwards…” 

“Aye, afterwards,” she promised. “How can I resist a man who is so vigorous?” 

Taking Lara’s hand the Dominus led her to the stables. 

The head groom came forward to greet them. 

“Where is the beast found this morning?” the Dominus asked. 

“We have groomed him, fed and watered him, my lord. He was very thirsty,” the groom said, 

bringing them into the stone building. “I felt the beast needed some quiet to restore his

strength,” the head groom finished. “Ah, here he is, my lord.” 

The stal ion looked up at his visitors, making eye contact with Lara immediately. 

“Dasras!” Lara cried. “How did you get here? I left you with the Fiacre for your safety.” She

opened the door of the stal , and stepping in, put her arms about the horse’s thick neck. “I have

missed you!” 

“And I, you, Mistress,” the stal ion replied. “Your mother, Queen Ilona, thought you might have

need of me, and so she gave me wings with which to cross the Sea of Sagitta to find you. She

said you would be here.” 

Both the Dominus and the head groom had jumped back at the sound of the horse’s voice. 

Now they stood very surprised looking at Lara and the animal. 

“This is serious magic,” Magnus Hauk said. 

“Dasras, this is the Dominus of the Terahn Dominion,” Lara introduced her horse to her lover. 

“Magnus, this is Dasras, my horse.” 

The stal ion extended a leg before him and nodded his head. “Greetings, my lord Dominus,” 

he said. “I am Dasras, sired by Hudak, born of Ronalda, from the herd of Kaliq of the Shadow

Princes.” 

The head groom col apsed on the stable floor in a dead faint. 

But the Dominus was made of sterner stuff. “And you flew across the sea from Hetar to reach

your mistress, if I overheard you correctly.” 

“Actual y, my lord Dominus,” Dasras said, “it was the Outlands. When I told Liam, Lord of the

Fiacre that I must go, he personal y escorted me to Rendor of the Felan, whose lands border

the sea and that of the Coastal Kings. I did not bother to enter Hetar. I departed from Rendor’s

sands.” 

“And you flew?” Magnus Hauk said. 

The horse nodded. “I did. A most exhilarating experience, I must say.” 

“Where are your wings now?” the Dominus asked. 

“I don’t need them now,” Dasras said. 

“But where are they?” the Dominus persisted. 

“I have absolutely no idea,” Dasras answered him. “Queen Ilona told me when I need to fly to

just think of my wings and they would be there. So I did, and they were. When I didn’t need

them, they wouldn’t be there. It seems quite simple to me.” 

The Dominus looked slightly befuddled, and at his feet the head groom began to moan as he

regained consciousness. 

“This kind of magic is often startling to those who are not familiar with it,” Lara said quietly. 

“Should we not help him up, Magnus?” 

The Dominus bent, and pul ed the groggy man to his feet. “It is al  right, Peter,” he said. “The

horse does indeed talk, but his magic is good magic. Treat him wel .” 

“Y-yes, my l-lord Dominus,” the head groom quavered. 

“Ho, Peter!” Dasras cal ed to the man. “The young lad who took care of me when I was brought

into the stable, I should like him to be assigned to my wel -being. A lovely boy, and he knows

wel  how to use the currying brushes. What is his name?” 

“Jason,” Peter said, surprised to find himself having a conversation with a horse. “He is my

son. I taught him how to use the brushes.” 

“He has a lovely touch,” Dasras replied. 

“I shal  see he has your care,” the head stableman said. Then he hurried off to calm his frazzled

nerves. 

“Never fear, he wil  soon be used to me,” Dasras said. 

“How long wil  you need to recover from your trip?” Lara asked him. 

“I wil  be fine by morning,” Dasras assured her. “Where are we going?” 

“To the Temple of the Great Creator, and you wil  have to ask the Dominus for I have absolutely

no idea where that would be. But tel  me, how are my children? What is happening in the

Outlands? I know you have heard the gossip, Dasras.” 

“Dil on learned to ride me, but I did suggest to the lord that for now a smal er horse might be

better. Anoush grows prettier each day, and toddles everywhere after Noss. Hetar has not yet

invaded, although the rumors are rife,” Dasras reported. 

Lara nodded. 

“This seems a vast land, Mistress,” the horse noted. 

“I would not know, for I have not yet explored it,” Lara responded. “There is a curse on these

people I must attempt to break, Dasras. The men cannot hear the voices of their women, and

for centuries have believed the women don’t talk, but they do. The men simply cannot hear

them.” Then she went on to explain. 

“What are we looking for?” Dasras wanted to know. 

“The words to the curse, for I cannot begin to untangle this web until I know them,” Lara told

him. 

“He is a fine figure of a man, Mistress,” the horse noted with a toss of his head towards the

Dominus. 

“Dasras!” Lara blushed. 

The great beast snorted humorously, his dark eyes alight with mischief. Then he said, “Let me

rest so come the morning I wil  be ready to carry you once again upon my back, Mistress. It wil

be good to go adventuring together again.” He turned his head to Magnus Hauk. “As long as

she gives you her fealty, you wil  have mine as wel , my lord Dominus. But remember that my

first loyalty is to Lara, widow of Vartan, daughter of Swiftsword of the Crusader Knights, and

Ilona, queen of the Forest Faeries.” 

“You are an honorable beast,” the Dominus said. “I understand, Dasras. Sleep wel , for we

have a long ride tomorrow.” He gave the horse a friendly nod of his head, and then said to

Lara, “Are you ready to come now?” 

Lara hugged her animal again, kissing his muzzle. “Rest,” she said. “I wil  see you on the

morrow.” Then she took Magnus Hauk’s hand, and they departed the stables. “It is almost time

for afterwards,” she murmured, and he chuckled. 

They returned to his private garden. It was a beautiful green place and wal ed with a smal  pool

and waterfal . The hour had grown late, and above them the sky was blue and pink and gold

with fragments of narrow clouds trailing lazily across the firmament. In the stone wal  facing out

there were several round openings through which one could look down into the fjord below. 

Across it the mountains climbed gently. And outside the castle, there was no sign of life that

she could see. 

He stood behind her, and now his big hands clasped her two breasts. “You did not tel  me you

had two children,” he murmured in her ear. His hands fondled her. “Even I know faerie women

had two children,” he murmured in her ear. His hands fondled her. “Even I know faerie women

give children only to those they love. Who was he?” 

“Vartan of the Fiacre, my husband,” Lara said. “I told you I was his widow, and Dasras greeted

me as such. My husband desired children of me. He loved me deeply, and I cared for him in

return. I gave him a son and a daughter, even though we both knew that one day I would leave

them. What I did not expect was that he would not be there to care for our children.” 

“You do not say you loved him,” Magnus Hauk said. 

“I cared enough for him to let him seed me and bear him children,” Lara replied. 

“You wil  love me without reservation when you bear me a son,” the Dominus said in a

suddenly hard voice. “I wil  accept nothing less of you.” 

“I cannot promise you I am capable of loving a man,” Lara told him. 

“You wil  love me!” he repeated. “If you cannot, you are no better than my Pleasure Women.” 

“Find husbands for Uma and the others, and dower them generously. Nay, very generously,” 

Lara told him. “It is unkind to keep them when you do not love them, my lord Dominus.” 

“How do you know I do not love them?” he demanded of her, his hands kneading her breasts, 

his fingers toying with her nipples beneath the fabric of her gown. His lips were nuzzling the

back of her neck, and she could feel his heat. 

“Do you have children hidden somewhere in your castle, my lord Dominus?” she murmured. “I

have seen none in the Women’s Quarters. I am certain if you desired children of these women

you would have had them already.” 

“None of the women I take for my pleasure remain long,” he admitted. “I do not want children

with them and so they are given an elixir each day under the watchful eye of my sister, Sirvat, 

which they take to prevent any mishaps,” the Dominus explained. 

“Since I have come you have not lain with any of the three,” Lara noted. 

“Wil  you give me a child if I send them away?” he asked her, nipping the nape of her slender

soft neck. Her fragrance taunted him. 

“I wil  not give you a child if you do not send them away,” Lara replied. “But first, my lord

Dominus, we have other issues to solve. I must try to lift the sorcerer’s curse from the men of

Terah. I cannot do that if I am distracted by jealous women, or a child in my bel y. The choice is

yours to make.” 

“I wil  consider your suggestions,” he told her, releasing her breasts, turning her about and then

pressing her back against the stone wal . He began to kiss her face while his hands yanked up

the skirt of her gown. He loosened his own garment and then, cupping her buttocks, raised her

up to impale her upon his manroot. He smiled, satisfied at her gasp as he entered her. The

wal s of her love sheath closed about him tightly, hot and wet and eager for him. “I told you the

first day I saw you, Lara, that you belonged to me,” he growled in her ear as her arms encircled

his neck, and she kissed his mouth. 

“And I told you that you would belong to me,” Lara said, her legs wrapping about his torso. “But

you wil  never have that which you desire most from me while there are other women for you to

share pleasures with in this house.” Then she kissed him again, fiercely, her tongue doing

battle with his as he opened the doors to paradise for them. 

“I love your tightness,” he groaned against her mouth. Her strength excited him. 

“I love your bigness,” she admitted. Her head was spinning with pleasure. 

They rocked back and forth until the sweetness between them crested and drained away, 

leaving them both weak and satisfied. Her legs fel  away from his body, but she clung to him

tightly as her gown fel  back to cover her. 

“I wil  have Sirvat arrange it while we are away,” Magnus Hauk said to Lara. “Wil  that please

you, my faerie lover?” 

“I want only what is best for you, my lord Dominus,” Lara murmured with false meekness. 

He chuckled. “You are the most delicious witch. Were you not, I should throw you over this wal

into the fjord below as soon as look at you.” 

“But like Dasras I might sprout wings and fly away from you,” she teased him. “Would you not

miss me, my lord Dominus?” Lara purred. His robe was open, and she bent her head to lick at

his nipples. “You taste salty,” she said. “I like salt!” 

“Faerie, cease your torment,” he responded, closing his robe. “You wil  shock my servants. 

Besides, I am now hungry for my supper. Come to the Great Hal  with me.” 

“Not tonight,” she said. “I would rest before we begin our journey tomorrow. Besides the men in

the hal  always look slightly unnerved to hear my voice. I wil  return to my own chamber. With my

lord Dominus’s permission, of course.” Her green eyes twinkled with mischief even as she

spoke the words. 

He pressed against her, the palm of one hand against the wal  by her head. His other hand

played with her long golden hair. “Have you cast a spel  on me, faerie witch, that my hours

without you seem empty no matter how busy I am?” He lifted up a lock of her hair and kissed it. 

“That the elusive fragrance you wear fol ows me wherever I go?” His hand cupped her head. 

“That you unleash in me feelings of incredible power and weakness in equal measure?” His

lips brushed hers very, very softly. 

Her eyes were closed as his smooth deep voice spoke to her. His words amazed and

Her eyes were closed as his smooth deep voice spoke to her. His words amazed and

surprised Lara. But most of al  they excited her, for she sensed in Magnus Hauk the man who

was her equal. Her true equal. Could she fal  in love with him? He was fal ing in love with her, 

she knew. Was she real y capable of that kind of al -consuming love? Did she dare to be? 

Sometimes, Lara thought, she wished she was just a simple woman without a destiny. Without

responsibilities. But that was not her fate. 

His mouth closed over hers, and just for a moment she gave him what he desired, but only for

a moment. Then she was smiling into his turquoise eyes, her hand caressing his face tenderly. 

He smiled back at her. “You wil  break my heart,” he told her in a rare moment of candor. 

“Not you, Magnus,” Lara promised him softly. “Never.” Then she slipped from his embrace and

hurried from the little garden. 

He watched her go. A tiny sigh escaped him. But catching himself, he cal ed a servant, and

sent him to his sister asking her to join him at first moon rising. He would keep his promise to

Lara, and send Uma, Felda and Alcippe away. They had begun to bore him of late anyway. 

One woman was more than enough for him — provided that woman was Lara. He realized

with sudden clarity that he had waited al  his life for her. 

He repaired to his Great Hal  for the evening meal. He would not tel  even his closest

associates that Lara was going to attempt to remove the sorcerer’s curse. If she failed to find

the answers she needed, there could be hard feelings toward her, or even toward the Dominus

himself. 

As the first silvery moon rose over the castle Sirvat joined her brother. She brought with her a

dish of candied cherries she knew were his favorites. She sat down amid the pil ows. They

were in his garden, for the night was warm. 

“I want you to find husbands, good husbands, for Uma, Alcippe and Felda,” he said

immediately. “A wel -to-do man for Uma, for her family is of that station, and she would accept

no less. A learned man for Alcippe, for she would be bored with any other. And for little Felda, 

perhaps a rich farmer’s eldest son, but one with a good heart, for I can see Felda is a sweet

girl. And see that the dower is very generous. Linens, down pil ows and comforters, silver

plate, a wardrobe to suit each bride, and a silk bag with fifty gold pieces each. And any jewels

I have given them are theirs to keep. Is that generous enough, Sirvat?” 

His sister nodded her head vigorously. 

“Lara tel s me that you speak, and it is the men’s ears that are stopped up to the sound of our

women’s voices,” the Dominus said. 

Sirvat nodded, and smiled. 

“We are riding out tomorrow to the Temple of the Great Creator. Lara says if she can find the

words to the original curse she may be able to undo it so we may hear you.” 

Sirvat nodded again. 

“Do you like her, Sister?” he asked. 

Sirvat nodded, and pointed to him questioningly, smiling slyly. 

“Aye,” was al  he would say. 

Sirvat threw back her head, and her mouth opened wide, but her laughter was silent to him. 

Stil , he could see she was laughing. What did her laughter sound like? What did her voice

sound like? Suddenly he very much wanted to know. 

“I long to hear your voice, Sister,” he told her. 

Sirvat pointed to him, and then back to herself again. 

“You sound like me?” he replied. 

Sirvat made a gesture with her thumb and finger. 

He understood. “A little?” he said, and she nodded, smiling. 

“Are you ready for a husband, Sister?” he asked her. 

Sirvat shook her head vigorously in the negative. 

Magnus Hauk chuckled. “If I know you as wel  as I believe I do,” he said, “that means you would

choose your own husband, eh, Sister?” 

Sirvat nodded in agreement. 

“Who is he?” he teased her. “Who has stolen your heart, Sirvat?” 

The young woman smiled a mysterious smile at him, and then blushing turned her head away

from his gaze. 

“If Lara can lift the curse, wil  you tel  me?” he asked her gently. 

Sirvat nodded her assent, and passed him the bowl of candied cherries. The Dominus took a

handful of the sticky fruit, and began to eat them one by one. Sirvat arose, and blew her

brother a kiss as she prepared to leave him in his moonlit garden. 

“A moment,” Magnus Hauk said. “Send Uma, Alcippe and Felda to me, Sister.” 

Sirvat bowed to her brother, and hurried away. If only Lara could lift the curse. Then she would

tel  her brother that it was Corrado she loved and wanted for a husband. She had known him

al  of her life. They were distant kin. And she knew he wanted her by the looks he sent her

when he thought no one else was watching him. But Sirvat also knew that Corrado was a

modest man, and he would not aspire to the Dominus’s younger sister for a mate. Stil , he had

not yet taken a wife. 

Entering the women’s quarters she found her brother’s three Pleasure Women in their own

garden enjoying the soft night air. She could scarcely wait to tel  them of the Dominus’s plans

for them. “I have news,” she said to them. “Where is Lara?” 

“In her chamber,” Felda said. 

“Fetch her, for she must hear this, too,” Sirvat said. 

Felda arose and ran off, returning a few minutes later with Lara. 

“What is it?” Lara asked. 

“Sit down with the others,” Sirvat said. She might be only sixteen, but she was in charge of her

brother’s house, and had been for almost two years now. “I have news that concerns you al . 

Uma, Alcippe and Felda, the Dominus has decided to find husbands for you, and he wil  also

dower you quite generously.” 

“No!” It was Uma who spoke. “I wish no man but the Dominus.” 

“Be silent!” Sirvat said severely. “You wil  do what you are told, Uma. For you it wil  be a man of

high caste, for you came from a high caste. For Alcippe a man of intel ect and wit, for she has

both. And for little Felda, a land owner’s heir, for she is worthy of a fine young man who wil

appreciate her sweetness and good nature. Your dower portions wil  include silver plate and

gold coins, among other things. You may keep any jewelry the Dominus gifted you with, and

you wil  each have a horse of good breeding. It is a very generous benevolence my brother

shows you.” 

“I am more than content,” Alcippe said. 

“And I certainly am,” practical Felda agreed. 

“I am not!” Uma snapped. “And what of Lara? What plans has the Dominus for her? Who is

her husband to be?” 

“Lara remains here,” Sirvat said sweetly. “It would seem my brother favors her above al  other

women. He does not feel he needs three woman to attend him any longer, Uma. But I wil  not

argue with you. I am but the messenger. My brother wil  now speak with the three of you in his

gardens. Go!” 

Uma rushed from the chamber, fol owed at a more sedate pace by Alcippe and Felda, who

chattered with each other as they went. 

“Why did you need me here?” Lara asked Sirvat. 

“I hoped by tel ing them the news with you in attendance they would not hold you responsible

for the Dominus’s decision. Did you know of it?” Sirvat asked curious. 

“I did not know what he would do,” Lara answered careful y. “I did suggest to him that these

women might be better off with husbands.” 

Sirvat laughed. “You are very devious,” she said. 

“Nay,” Lara told her, “but if your brother wishes to share pleasures with me, he cannot share

them with others. Surely the men of Terah do not keep several women for pleasure in their

households.” 

“There are no laws against it,” Sirvat said. “Some do, but most cannot afford more than one

wife. The few who can prefer to keep several Pleasure Women for their own private

amusement. We have more women than men in Terah. Those who cannot find husbands have

little choice. Some sel  themselves publicly for pleasures. Other join the Daughters of the Great

Creator, a religious community of women. Sometimes I think it must be a great relief to be in a

family of only women.” 

“Wil  you marry one day?” Lara asked Sirvat. 

The younger woman smiled. “If I may have my heart’s desire, yes,” she said. 

“Who is he?” Lara was curious. 

“You know him,” Sirvat said with a smal  smile. “It is Captain Corrado.” 

Lara smiled. “You have chosen wel . He is a good man, and was most kind to me. Does your

brother know?” 

“Nay, but when he is able to hear me tel  him in my own voice, I wil ,” Sirvat said. “Sometimes I

write things to him that I cannot communicate otherwise, but not this.” 

“It is not a certainty that I can lift the sorcerer’s curse from the men of Terah,” Lara said.  What if

 she could not? 

“You wil  find a way. I know you wil ,” Sirvat insisted. 

Alcippe and Felda returned. 

“The Dominus has been most thoughtful of us,” Alcippe said. “And our dowers are much more

than generous. They wil  assure us al  fine husbands.” 

“Where is Uma?” Sirvat wanted to know. 

“Trying to seduce the Dominus into changing his mind. Perhaps, Lara, you should go to him,” 

Felda said softly. 

“Did he request my presence?” Lara asked them. 

“No, but she is being so aggressive,” Felda fretted. 

“If he has not asked for me, I shal  not go. Magnus Hauk can wel  take care of himself,” Lara

replied as Uma angrily burst into the gardens. 

“I wil  not be parceled off like some heifer cow,” she shrieked. “I wil  sel  pleasures in the streets

first! I wil  pledge myself to the Daughters of the Great Creator, and never offer my body to a

man again!” 

“If you choose such a fate rather than accept a husband, then that is your decision, isn’t it? And

a very poor decision, too, I think,” Lara said quietly. 

“You!” Uma turned her anger directly toward Lara. “This is al  your fault, faerie woman! Until you

came the Dominus was content with us. Now suddenly we must be sent away from the castle.” 

Her eyes narrowed, and suddenly she flung herself at Lara. 

Lara raised a single hand, her palm up, and facing Uma. “Come no farther!” she warned the

angry woman. 

Uma stopped, confused. 

“Do you want me to cal  the Punishment Mistress?” Sirvat said. 

Alcippe and Felda grew pale at her words. 

Uma whirled now to face Sirvat. “My lord Dominus would not permit such a thing,” she

sneered. 

“In this part of the castle,” Sirvat said, “my word is law, Uma. Never forget that. Now I wil  ask

you again. Do you want me to cal  the Punishment Mistress?” 

“Go ahead!” Uma chal enged Sirvat. 

The Dominus’s sister did not hesitate a moment. Clapping her hands she cal ed a female

servant to her. “Bring the Punishment Mistress here at once.” 

Wide-eyed, the servant bowed and hurried off. The garden became deathly silent as they

waited. And then suddenly the Dominus appeared. 

“Sirvat has cal ed for the Punishment Mistress?” he said to Lara. 

“It is Uma. She is angry and defies your sister’s authority, my lord Dominus.” 

“I cannot have that,” he said quietly. “I wil  handle this myself.” 

The Punishment Mistress arrived. She was a large, tal  woman accompanied by two great

dogs. Seeing the Dominus she bowed servilely. “I was told it was the Lady Sirvat who cal ed

for me,” she said. 

“I did,” Sirvat said. “But my brother wishes to manage the situation. Please remain, however. 

He wil  need your aid.” 

The Punishment Mistress bowed. “Yes, my lady Sirvat. You have but to instruct me, and I obey.” 

Uma threw herself at the Dominus’s feet and looked piteously up at him. 

Magnus Hauk smiled down at her coldly. Then his glance flicked to his sister. 

“Tel  this brazen creature her wiles wil  not move me,” he said coldly. “And tel  the Punishment

Mistress I want the wide leather strap with the knotted fingers.” 

Alcippe and Felda had grown pale with fright. This was a side of the Dominus rarely seen. 

They did not like Uma, but they could not help but feel sorry for her. 

“Must you?” Lara said softly to him as Sirvat spoke with the Punishment Mistress. “She

fancies herself in love with you, and your favorite.” 

“I cannot let it be said that I am weak, even with a woman,” Magnus Hauk replied. “Her

behavior tonight is already being bruited about the castle. I must punish her so that no others

fol ow her unfortunate example.” 

“Other women?” Lara asked him quietly. 

“Men or women,” he answered her. “Tomorrow you wil  begin to see the vastness of the

Dominion, Lara. And I am its master. I must never be seen as vacil ating or insecure in my rule. 

This is what it is to be the Dominus of Terah.” 

She understood him perhaps better than any of the others. “Yes, my lord Dominus,” she

responded with a bow. The faintest of smiles touched his lips. The moment was so brief she

was not certain that she had actual y seen it. 

“Strip her and bend her!” Magnus Hauk said in a cold voice. He watched impassively as Uma, 

once again spitting defiance, was pul ed to her feet, her gown drawn off, and then bent

facedown, her shoulders beneath the brawny arm of the Punishment Mistress who held the

woman steady. Though Uma struggled, the large woman’s grip was like iron. “Felda, Alcippe, 

go to your chambers,” the Dominus said. “You need not remain. I see the distress and fear in

your lovely eyes, but you have always been obedient to my wil . You need not fear me.” 

Each girl kissed his hand in turn and fled. 

The Dominus turned to his sister and Lara. “Wil  you remain?” he asked them. 

The two women nodded silently. 

Magnus Hauk now took the wide leather strap in his hand. One end of it had been divided into

eight long fingers, which had been knotted several times. The strap would burn, but the knotted

fingers would sting cruel y. “You wil  receive ten strokes of the strap, Uma,” he told her. Then

raising his hand he brought the leather down on the woman’s ful  buttocks. Uma’s lips pressed

tightly together, but by the third blow she was shrieking and begging Sirvat to ask for mercy. 

The Dominus could not hear Uma’s cries, of course. Al  he heard was the snap of the leather

and the crack it made when it hit the woman’s plump buttocks. The dogs barked furiously and

strained at their tethers. He saw the scarlet marks of the whip on her flesh, and knew from her

struggled, and the concerned looks on Lara and Sirvat’s faces, the burning pain the knotted

leather fingers at the end of his strap were causing Uma. But he would not be defied by this

creature. He plied the last three blows harder to make his point. 

Sirvat remained silent throughout Uma’s ordeal. She was not a cruel girl, but Uma had been

rude and overbearing ever since she had been brought to the castle. And because Uma was

one of her brother’s women, Sirvat had not felt she had the right to punish her severely. She

was not unhappy to see the bold woman now getting what she considered a just chastisement. 

And as by the fifth blow Uma was cursing her, Sirvat felt quite justified in her silence. 

Lara watched the discipline being administered impassively. She understood quite wel  the

reasoning behind Magnus Hauk’s actions. But she also remembered long ago, when she was

to be sold as a Pleasure Woman by Gaius Prospero, the slave woman Tania tel ing her of

those who gained pleasure from giving pain. Yet that did not seem to be the case here. The

Dominus was severe of face, and did not look as though he was enjoying himself at al . Stil

she was relieved, and she could see Sirvat was, too, as the final blow fel . By this time Uma

was sobbing piteously. 

Magnus Hauk laid the leather strap aside, saying tersely, “Attend to her.” Then without another

word, he departed. 

Uma’s back and buttocks were covered in narrow red weals. 

“I wil  care for her,” the Punishment Mistress said in her gravel y voice. She loosed her hold on

Uma but a moment, catching the woman up in her arms. “Where is her chamber?” she asked

Sirvat. 

“This way,” Sirvat said, leading the Punishment Mistress and her dogs off. 

Lara remained behind in the garden, her eyes upon the sky. There were two moons above, 

each in a different quarter. The other two moons would soon rise. In Terah, as in the Outlands, 

the moons were silvery white. She wondered why only the moons of Hetar rose in bril iant

color. 

Sirvat returned, and sat beside Lara. “Uma is being attended to, but to hear her cries almost

brought me to tears. The Punishment Mistress is dressing her wounds with a special ointment

to numb the soreness. Uma must remain on her face for the next few days until her welts are

less swol en and painful. Why did you remain? I had to, as head of my brother’s household, but

why did you?” 

“The Dominus needed reliable witnesses. Had we not stayed, I am quite certain Uma would

have lied to any who would listen, and told them that she cajoled him from his purpose with her

female wiles. She cannot say that now. Several people have viewed her punishment. Not just

you and I, but servants watching from behind the pil ars. Undoubtedly she has mistreated them, 

and they were glad to see her being chastised,” Lara said. “If she had plied him with her

charms and we were not here to observe what transpired, they would have not dared to speak. 

But now the servants wil  tel  their tale with great relish.” 

“I wil  have to find a strong man to husband her,” Sirvat said. “It wil  not be easy, but her dower

wil  entice, and her beauty is wel -known. And to be given one of my brother’s women for a wife

is considered quite an honor.” 

“Then Alcippe and Felda wil  be easily matched,” Lara said. “But how wil  you choose their

husbands?” 

“The Dominus’s desires wil  be conveyed to several important women. They wil  bring me their

recommendations, and then we wil  discuss each prospective suitor. When we have narrowed

the field we shal  bring in each girl separately and discuss it with her. Then the choice wil  be

made. Because our men cannot hear us, they do not consider how much we hear. We are

almost invisible and learn a great deal that way,” Sirvat said with a smal  smile. “It makes it

easier to find out the truth about the men. It wil  be better, however, if they can regain their

hearing and final y hear us.” 

“You wil  be able to gain equality with them then,” Lara agreed. 

Sirvat laughed. “I think we are already superior to the men. The disadvantage is theirs, not

ours. Terahn women have always held a certain amount of power. Even when they could hear

our voices we were strong. Had we not been, one of our sex could not have overcome the

sorcerer. It is true he struck back at us with his dying breath, but now your faerie magic wil

help us to overcome his curse.” 

“Have you ever been to the Temple of the Great Creator?” 

“I’ve never left the castle grounds, and I wil  not until I go to my husband’s home,” Sirvat said. 

“I cannot guarantee I wil  be able to lift this malediction,” Lara told her friend. “And I have not

said I could. I can only try. I wish you had been to the temple, and could tel  me about it. We cal

the god the Celestial Actuary.” 

“How perfectly Hetarian,” Sirvat responded. “You are a people control ed by your commerce. 

While I have not visited the temple I can tel  you something about it. The high priest is cal ed

Aslak. He is very old and, I have heard, prone to being narrow in his thought.” 

Lara nodded. “Yes, he would be, of course. Is there another I might approach if this man is

obdurate in his ways?” 

Sirvat nodded. “Our mother’s brother, Arik, has already been chosen to succeed Aslak when

he dies. This succession is always planned in advance when a high priest reaches old age. 

Aslak has already lived a hundred years. It would be my counsel to approach Arik first, seek

his advice, and then al ow him to guide you.” 

“The high priest would not be offended?” Lara wanted to know. 

“Not if Magnus pays his respects first. Aslak need not know of you until you find what you seek. 

And if you do not, he need not know of you at al .” 

“How clever you are,” Lara said with a smal  chuckle. 

“It is time for change,” Sirvat told Lara, “but Terah plods along as it has for centuries. Nothing

wil  move forward until the women of this land can once again be heard. It is time we knew

more of what is beyond our borders.” 

“We are much alike,” Lara remarked. “And I agree with you. Hetar has much to offer to Terah, 

but Terah in turn has much to offer Hetar.” 

“What could we possibly offer Hetar besides the luxuries we provide?” 

“It is not yet time for me to speak,” Lara told her friend. “Let us first solve the problem of the

curse. Then I shal  tel  you what thoughts swirl about in my head.” 

“It is, I am told, a long day’s ride,” Sirvat said. 

“I am used to riding. I enjoy it,” Lara told her. “And my own horse, given to me by Kaliq of the

Shadow Princes, came this day to Terah to join me. My mother gave him wings so he might

fly.” She laughed. “Andraste and Verica wil  be happy to know this. The horse is cal ed Dasras, 

and he speaks.” 

Sirvat’s turquoise-blue eyes grew round. “A horse that converses? This is great magic, Lara.” 

“Sometimes when I was out riding Dasras, I would speak on the matters that concerned or

troubled me. He is a good listener, and an even better advisor,” Lara said. 

“You are advised by an animal?” Sirvat looked dubious. 

“Animals have much wisdom, and often see things we mortals do not,” Lara explained to her

friend. “Listening to another’s opinion can be helpful.” 

“I should like to meet this creature,” Sirvat said. 

“Come with me to the stables in the morning then, and I wil  introduce you,” Lara promised her. 

“What time wil  you depart?” 

“The Dominus has not yet said. Perhaps I should send a servant to him requesting that

information,” Lara considered. 

“Better you let him tel  you,” Sirvat advised. “Actual y speaking with a woman must be quite an

adventure for Magnus,” she giggled. “Do not let him learn too quickly that you are wiser than

he, Lara. Your mission must not be compromised in any way.” 

“Then perhaps it is best we both seek our beds,” Lara considered. 

Sirvat nodded. “I’m glad our rooms are nowhere near Uma’s chamber. She wil  be moaning

and groaning al  the night long, I suspect.” 

Final y alone in her own chamber Lara spoke with Andraste, drawing her forth from her

scabbard, and laying her faceup upon the bed. Verica stood upright in a corner, and at his

mistress’s request opened his eyes, which only made him look fiercer. 

“My mother has sent Dasras to join us,” Lara said. “Tomorrow we wil  ride out from this castle

with the Dominus.” She went on to explain to her two magical companions the nature of their

quest. 

“It wil  be good to get out of this castle,” Andraste said. “We have been confined for too long. 

Another day and I should become as irritable of nature as Verica.” 

“Indeed, singer of death and drinker of blood,” Verica agreed. “I shal  be equal y glad to feel

the wind on my face again.” 

“As the Dominus has not told me when we depart, I can only assume early in the morning,” 

Lara told them. “Sirvat says it is a long day’s ride to this temple.” 

A gentle knock sounded upon the door, and opening it revealed a woman servant. 

“The Dominus requires your presence, my lady,” the servant said. 

“I wil  come at once,” Lara replied, and hurried from her chamber. She knew her way through

the castle wel  now, and quickly reached the apartments of the Dominus where Magnus Hauk

awaited her. Smiling, he took her hand to lead her to his bedchamber, but Lara pul ed her

hand from his. 

“Your sister says it is a long ride to the temple, my lord Dominus. If we are to depart just before

the dawn then we need our rest,” Lara said to him. “If you need a woman for pleasures cal

Felda or Alcippe. Uma, I fear, is yet indisposed.” 

“You are refusing to share pleasures with me?” he said, and she could see he was surprised, 

and perhaps just a little offended. 

“I am not a slave who must do your bidding no matter,” Lara said quietly. “When we share

pleasures it is because we both desire it. Do not my honest cries of delight please you? 

Would you have me feign my passion, Magnus? I think not. You are too proud a man for

games like that, and I would not offend you by playing them. The day has been long, and I must

gather my strength for what lies ahead.” Then she reached up and stroked his face with a

gentle hand. “And did we not enjoy each other earlier?” 

He caught the hand on his face, and kissed first the palm with burning lips, and then the soft

tender spot on her wrist. “I can never gain al  I want of you, Lara,” he said low. “There is always

a little piece of you that escapes me.” 

“It is my faerie nature,” she told him with a mysterious little smile. 

“Wil  I ever have al  of you?” he asked her. 

“No man ever has everything a woman can offer,” Lara replied. Then she kissed his lips. 

“Good night, my lord Dominus. May I assume you wish to depart just before the dawn? I shal

be ready then.” 

He nodded, and watched in silence as she left his apartments. For the first time in his life

Magnus Hauk was both fascinated and intrigued by a woman. She had dismissed him, and

had any other woman done that he would have punished her severely. Yet Lara’s refusal had

not offended him, only surprised him. What was it about the Hetarian woman that attracted him

so greatly? He sighed, wondering if he would ever real y know. Then because he had no other

choice, and desired no other woman in his arms, the Dominus of Terah sought his lonely bed. 
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GAIUS PROSPERO stood looking down on the City from his vantage point in the Tower of the

Celestial. It was the highest man-made structure in al  of Hetar, and located in the center of the

Golden District. A great flight of stairs that twisted and wound up the inner core of the structure

led to a single chamber at its top. A single glass window set between the stones encircled the

tower giving Gaius Prospero a perfect view of the city and beyond in any direction he chose to

look. There was no record or history of who had built the tower, and if there had once been it

had been lost long ago. 

Five years ago, fol owing the Winter War, the tower had been crumbling into a ruin when the

Master of the Merchants had purchased it, and rebuilt it. He had replaced the pointed slate

roof of the building with a copper one overlaid in sheets of beaten gold. Glass blowers had

been brought with their equipment to replace the great window. Two new heavy oak doors

bound in iron were bought to replace the door at the bottom of the tower, and the one at the

top. A single key locked each door, and only Gaius Prospero had that key. No one came into

the tower who had not been invited, and so far Jonah was the only one other than Gaius

Prospero to gain entry to his master’s private domain. 

Now, as the sun sank away for the day, Gaius Prospero sat in a comfortable chair watching for

the moon rise. It soothed him to see the pale blue moon of the Midlands slipping into the sky, 

the twinkle of the stars as they popped into being, one by one. He had been told that in the

Outlands al  of Hetar’s moons were visible. Now that would be a sight to see! And see it he

would eventual y. 

The Outlands. He needed them. The soil of the Midlands was overworked, and the population

of Hetar was growing. It seemed the poor had little else to do but drink Razi and futter their

women. And there were too many poor now. Not enough of them died in the winters of late. 

Gaius Prospero was not an unreasonable man. He knew the poverty assailing Hetar was

brought on by many factors. The people were not lazy. Given the opportunity they would work, 

and work hard. But there was no more work for them in Hetar. They needed the Outlands. 

New farms large and smal  could be opened up, the smal er farms to appease the Squire of

the Midlands. But large farms and vineyards would employ the poor, and put more profit into

his hands, and those of his al ies. The Coastal Kings were fil ing the markets with their usual

supply of consumer goods, but there was not enough coin among the people to buy. The Kings

were complaining, and with just cause, although he would not admit that to them. They were

too insular, and more often than not behaved as if they were not even part of Hetar. That was

going to change, he decided. For one thing the factories that produced those consumer

goods had to be made to run more efficiently so the cost to the people be more reasonable so

more could be sold. Sooner than later he would strip the Coastal Kings, and the Midlands of

their autonomy. He would solidify the power into his hands alone. 

He paused in his thoughts to consider the Shadow Princes. They were even more isolated

than the Kings. And given their magic, extremely dangerous. It was unlikely he could co-op

them into his imperial dreams. No, better to leave them alone, keep them as al ies. They would

not care as long as Hetar remained at peace, and there was a market for their horses. As for

the rough Forest Lords, he had already begun taking some of their lands. Now that he knew

their secret — that they could not produce sons on Forest women, but had to use slave women

from elsewhere — he had them in the palm of his hand. The proud Forest Lords wanted no

one knowing that their vaunted racial purity no longer existed. Gaius Prospero laughed. The

fools! 

His facile mind slipped back to the Outlands. He had spies there already. He knew from the

Taubyl Traders that the lands were rich for growing, and for grazing. He imagined the flocks

and herds that would come into Hetar’s hands sooner than later. And the mines in the Purple

Mountains would again be his. And the slaves they would gather! Many of the men would die, 

of course, in the war to come. But there would be women and children to be gathered up. They

would have to be careful that the slave markets were not too ful  lest their prices be driven

down. 

And among those slaves would be the faerie woman, Lara. He hated her for defeating him. Yet

he desired her with a lust such as he had never known. And he would have her! Oh, yes! He

would! She would be brought to him naked. And he would have her spread upon his bed, her

arms and legs tied to prevent her escape. Her luscious mouth would be gagged at first to

prevent her speaking any spel s against him. And he would touch her with his hands, his lips, 

his tongue, his cock. He would rub passion lotion on her until she was afire with her own lust, 

and unable to help herself. Then he would remove the gag, and she would beg him for

pleasures. And eventual y he would concede. But not before he had kissed her lips until they

were purple and bruised. Not before he had fil ed her mouth with his cock, and made her suck

him dry. But it wouldn’t be enough for her. Faerie women were known for their very, very

passionate natures. 

And he would make her beg again while he enjoyed a restorative. Then he would cal  in Vilia

and Anora, and he would amuse himself watching the three women make love. Anora would

be jealous. She would want to punish Lara. And they would. Together. And final y he would fuck

the faerie woman until she was screaming with the greatest pleasures she had ever known, 

would ever know. He would make her his personal love slave. And she would use her magic

for him alone. Gaius Prospero sighed deeply with his daydreams of victory, acquisition and

lust. Was not such conquest al  of one piece? He wondered if Lara believed herself and the

Outlands now safe from him. Did she ever think of him, he wondered vainly? 

At that moment he would have been disappointed to know that Gaius Prospero was furthest

from her thoughts. 

EARLY IN THE MORNING, before the dawn, Lara went to the stables in the company of Sirvat, 

who was very curious to meet Dasras. The great golden horse did not disappoint. He greeted

his mistress warmly and with respect. “And this is the Dominus’s sister, who I am pleased to

cal  friend,” Lara introduced the young woman. Dasras made his bow, and greeted Sirvat

politely. 

“Greetings, great lady,” he said to her. 

“He real y does talk!” Sirvat squealed. 

“Of course I speak, lady. Did not my mistress say I did? She never prevaricates,” Dasras

assured Sirvat. “You are quite a pretty young woman,” he noted. 

Sirvat blushed at the compliment, replying, “And you are most gal ant, Dasras. I hope we wil

have the opportunity to speak again, but I know my brother is anxious to depart. Farewel , and

a safe journey.” Hugging Lara, she hurried from the stables. 

Lara had not left the Dominus’s home since the day she arrived, and she had seen little of

Terah other than what she could view from the castle windows. They rode out together with only

a smal  escort of armed men. The road they traveled hung high above the fjord, curling slowly

up as they went. The castle, she realized, was total y impregnable. Who had built it? she

wondered. The longer she was in Terah the more questions she seemed to have, and the

fewer answers were available to her. 

They began to move inland away from the fjord. Everywhere Lara looked, the land was green. 

It was a rich and lush land, yet she saw no sign of habitation, mortal or domesticated

creatures. Magnus had said their vil ages created the goods that were traded with the Coastal

Kings, but where were those vil ages? Was this beauty an il usion? Was there something

dangerous in this land? 

“Where are your vil ages?” she final y asked the Dominus. 

“They are scattered along the fjords,” he answered her. 

“Why are there no vil ages here?” she questioned him. “This is fertile land. Is there something

wrong with it not visible to the naked eye?” 

“Our living comes from the goods we manufacture,” he explained. “Terah is a vast expanse, as

you can see. By remaining near the fjords we are able to travel back and forth more easily with

our wares. Ships sailing to meet with the Hetarians sail only from the fjord below my castle. Al

the goods are careful y catalogued, the registers kept within the castle. I pay the vil ages for

the commodities they make and bring me, and they receive a share of the profits when the

ships return.” 

“But what of their livestock? Have you no cattle, sheep or horses?” she queried. 

“Each vil age has its herds and flocks,” he replied. “They are kept in the meadows around and

above the vil ages.” 

“How many Terahns are there, my lord Dominus?” Lara wanted to know. 

“I have never counted,” he told her with a laugh. 

“How many vil ages?” she pressed him. 

Magnus Hauk though a moment. “I am not certain,” he admitted. “Why are you so curious?” 

“My lord Dominus, you are the possessor of miles and miles of fertile land, yet there is no one

making use of the land,” Lara said. “You are the ruler of this place, and yet you have no idea of

how many people you rule, or how many vil ages exist. I find this most strange. Do you not

care?” 

He considered his words before he spoke and then he replied to her. “We are a peaceful land, 

Lara. There is no want of any kind here. Al  of my people have homes in which to shelter from

the elements. Al  of them are wel  fed. We have a purpose to keep our hands and our minds

busy. We take and enjoy pleasures with one another. What more is there to life that that?” 

“In Hetar —” she began, but he raised a hand to stop her. 

“We are not Hetar,” he said softly. 

“You are more like the Outlands,” she told him. “I was happier there than in Hetar. Yet, I see this

land that if cultivated could feed Hetar, and stop the want in that land.” 

“You have a good heart, faerie woman,” he said. 

“There are changes coming,” Lara said to him. “Soon you wil  not be able to retain your

isolation, my lord Dominus.” 

“An ocean separates us from the world of Hetar, and only the Coastal Kings know of our

existence,” he said. “I do not like change.” 

“No one is fond of change, especial y great change,” Lara agreed, “but change wil  come, my

lord Dominus, whether we want it or not. The advantage is in seeing the coming changes first, 

and control ing them so they do not run rampant and control  you, ” she explained with a smile. 

“Can you help me to control these changes you say are coming?” he asked. 

Lara nodded. “I can,” she told him. “But first we must see if we can undo the curse of the

sorcerer, Usi.” 

“The temple we are visiting was once his home,” the Dominus explained. “He was one of the

priests, but he was seduced by an evil spirit, and turned from the light to the darkness. Ever

since, the forces of the Great Creator have eschewed magic.” 

“Yet you would bring a half-faerie woman into their midst?” she asked surprised. “And one

whose voice they wil  be able to hear and understand?” 

“My uncle, who has already been elected to succeed the High Priest, is forward in his

thoughts, Lara. I wil  speak with him first. There is a guest house on the temple grounds, and

you wil  remain there until I have spoken with Arik.” 

“Does the temple receive women guests as a rule?” she wanted to know. 

“Aye,” he nodded. “They do. Women are not denied the opportunity to worship.” 

“But they rarely come to this temple, do they?” There was a smal  smile playing at her lips. She

had learned a great deal from Sirvat in the early morning. 

“You know we keep our women protected because of what we have viewed as their

weakness,” the Dominus said. “But now and again women are brought to the temple to

worship. And there is a woman’s order associated with this temple.” 

“I know. Sirvat told me,” Lara said, and then she changed the subject completely. “I cannot get

over how beautiful this land is, my lord. The shades of green are infinite.” 

“Are not the Outlands green?” he asked. 

“Aye, but not like this,” she told him. “The plain of the Outlands is a great grassy expanse that

seems to go on forever. Now and again there are trees in smal  groves, or singly. And the

purple mountains bordering three sides of it.” She gazed ahead. “Ah, I see you have

mountains, too. Are they as deserted as your plains?” 

“Nay. There are a few mines in the mountains, quarried by mountain gnomes. They are solitary

folk. Twice yearly they come to the castle bringing with them their gold, silver and gemstones, 

some of which is tribute to the Dominus, and the majority of which I distribute to certain

vil ages who have smiths in gold, silver and gems. I pay the gnomes in the goods they need, or

simply desire. We respect the mountains, and the gnomes in turn respect the Dominus.” 

“So, that is where you obtain the materials for the fine goods that are sold in Hetar,” Lara

noted. “Where do the beautiful fabrics you trade come from, my lord?” 

“Other vil ages. Some cultivate the worm who spins the threads for the silken fabrics. Others

raise sheep for fine wool. Several vil ages are devoted entirely to only the design and weaving

of these fabrics. Others are in charge of the dyeing. Every one of my vil ages has a specialty

so that no hands are idle, and al  have a trade.” 

“Do your people never leave their vil ages?” Lara wondered. “The Outlands clan families meet

each autumn at the Gathering to celebrate, and visit back and forth.” 

“Only designated members of each vil age are permitted to leave it,” the Dominus explained. 

“The vil ages each keep to themselves.” 

“Why?” Lara wanted to know. 

“It has always been that way,” he responded with a shrug. 

They rode on as the sun climbed into the heavens and considered its downward descent. The

society of Terah was, Lara was learning, every bit as circumscribed as that of Hetar, perhaps

even more so. In Hetar one might advance by fol owing a circumspect set of rules, but here in

Terah, where you were born determined the rest of your life, and there was obviously no

chance for dissent. Lara knew from her conversations with Sirvat that the women of Terah

didn’t like it. Yes, things had to change, but they could only do so when the voices of the

women of Terah could be heard once again. Lara was eager to face the chal enge in breaking

Usi’s curse. 

As the sun began to sink behind them they saw the wal s of the Temple of the Great Creator

ahead. The Dominus hurried his smal  party ahead so that they might reach the temple before

the gates closed for the night. One of the men-at-arms rode ahead to warn the temple

gatekeeper that the Dominus was approaching, in order to win them a few minutes more. 

Just as the sun vanished beyond the horizon, they cantered into the temple courtyard, and as

they dismounted they heard the gates behind them being pushed shut for the night, the great

iron bar clanging into place. A young priest hurried forward to greet them, bowing low to his

ruler. 

“My lord, your uncle asks that you await him in the guest house. He wil  join you after evening

prayers,” the young priest said. His eyes were wide at the sight of Lara, her sword on her back

and staff in her hand. But he was either too polite or too frightened to ask the question on his

lips. 

“Go along, lad,” the Dominus said. “I know the way.” 

The priest bowed and hurried off, his brown robes swaying. 

“Do not speak until I tel  you,” Magnus Hauk said low. “That a woman has entered the temple

with me is cause enough for gossip, as my uncle is the next High Priest. They wil  assume it is

a family matter of some sort.” 

Lara nodded. 

“They wil  think you are to be my bride, and I have brought you to my uncle for his approval,” the

Dominus told her with a mischievous grin. 

Lara bit her lip in vexation, and he chuckled. “Oh, how you want to refute that, don’t you?” 

Lara shook a finger at him in exasperation, and he laughed aloud. He was right, of course. 

The sound of a woman’s voice could send the poor priests of the Great Creator into a fright. 

Meekly she fol owed Magnus Hauk from the outer yard into a large inner courtyard planted with

graceful trees, and delicately scented flowers and bushes. A meandering stream opened into

a smal  lake fil ed with green lily pads and flowers. The lake drained at the other end into

another stream. Lara and Magnus crossed the water on elevated square stones to reach the

temple guest house. 

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” he asked her. 

Lara nodded in agreement. 

“I don’t want any of the priests to hear your voice yet, even accidental y. It would cause great

consternation,” he told her. “I would tel  my uncle first that your voice can be heard by the men

of Terah, and why.” 

She nodded her understanding as she sat down on a gilded wooden chair. From a nearby

sideboard he brought her a smal  goblet of wine, which she sipped grateful y. They had

stopped but once during the journey to water their horses and relieve themselves. Lara was

hungry, thirsty, tired and sore. It had been some time since she had ridden for so far and so

long. 

Before long a tal  slim man with an ageless face entered the chamber. Magnus Hauk arose

immediately to greet him. “Uncle!” The two men embraced. 

Immediately Arik Hauk’s eyes went to the woman with his nephew. Her beauty was

astounding. But her garb — leather pants, a silk shirt and leather vest — was odd. Stranger

stil  was the fact she carried a sword and a staff. Weapons both, he recognized. “Who is this

guest you have brought me, Nephew?” he asked. 

“This is Lara, Uncle. She is Hetarian. She was sent to me by one of the Coastal Kings who

thought to curry my favor,” Magnus Hauk began to explain. 

“You were sent a slave woman?” the priest said. 

“She is not a slave, Uncle. She is the widow of a great lord, but the Coastal King involved had

a grudge against her, and thought to revenge himself by attempting to enslave her and send

her across the Sea of Sagitta.” 

“And how do you know this, Magnus?” the priest wanted to know. 

“She has told me, Uncle.” 

Arik Hauk paled. “What do you mean, she told you?” he demanded. 

“Because she is not of this land, I can hear her voice, Uncle,” Magnus Hauk said. 

“You can hear this woman’s voice?” The priest now looked intrigued. “Could I hear it, Nephew? 

” 

“Al  men can hear it,” came the reply. “May I al ow her to speak to you, Uncle?” 

The priest nodded eagerly. 

The Dominus turned to Lara, and nodded. 

Lara stood, and bowed politely to Arik Hauk. “Greetings, my lord Arik, uncle to the Dominus,” 

she said. “I have come to this great temple because I need your help.” 

“How is it possible that I can hear you?” the priest asked her. 

“I am Hetarian born, my lord Arik. I am the daughter of John Swiftsword, the Crusader Knight, 

and Ilona, queen of the Forest Faeries. The curse that Usi the Sorcerer placed on Terah was

not on your women, my lord, but on the men who listened to the women who helped them

defeat the sorcerer. Your women have never lost the ability to speak, but your men had their

ears stopped up so they could not hear the voices of Terahn females. I, however, am not born

of this place, and so the curse did not extend to me.” 

“Amazing!” the priest said. “But you said you need my help? How can I help you, my lady

Lara?” 

“Magnus has told me that Usi was a member of this order who was sadly seduced by the

forces of darkness,” Lara said. “Did he remain within these temple precincts?” 

“Sometimes, after he had gained power, he did. And he built the castle in which the rulers of

the Terahn Dominion reside today,” Arik said. 

“You did not tel  me that Usi lived in the castle!” Lara exclaimed. 

“I had forgotten about it until my uncle just now reminded me,” the Dominus said. 

“I believe if I can find the curse he uttered against you,” Lara told the priest, “that I can reverse

it. Magnus believes it could be written in the Book of Terah.” 

“Indeed, Nephew, that is possible, but it could also be somewhere within your own castle,” Arik

Hauk said. 

“That should have been the first place we looked,” Lara said with a sigh. 

“But the castle is so public,” the Dominus said. “I think it more likely Usi would have hidden his

curse, if indeed he even wrote it down, here at the temple.” 

“Sorcerers always write their words down once they have decided upon what they wil  say. 

Each one has a book of curses, for they never know if they might not use them again,” Lara

explained. “He could have written these words in the Book of Terah, or he could have a

separate book. Wel , we are here, so I suppose it best we begin our search here — with your

permission, my lord Arik.” 

“It is not my permission you need, but that of the High Priest Aslak,” Arik said. 

“You are his duly elected successor,” the Dominus noted. “I have heard that Aslak has grown

old and feeble. That you make the decisions for the temple now.” 

“Indeed I do, Nephew,” Arik Hauk said. “But I always place everything before the High Priest

first as a matter of courtesy, you understand. Aslak is, by virtue of having lived al  but twelve

years of his life here in the temple, suspicious of women. And should he hear your lovely voice, 

my lady Lara, he would count it magic. And Aslak hates magic. He believes al  magic is evil. 

He learned his lessons at the knee of an ancient High Priest who had been taught by one who

had been taught by one who was a young man when Usi the Sorcerer was drawn to darkness. 

For these men, magic was wicked.” 

“Magic can indeed be wicked,” Lara agreed, “but most magic is good.” 

“Usi’s magic was dark and cruel,” Arik said. “But you would appear to be a creature of light

and goodness. I have always believed in a balance between dark and light. This is not an

opinion I share publicly, for Aslak is most tenacious in his own beliefs, but many among us

believe in this balance.” 

“Mortals share this balance, too,” Lara said softly. 

Arik smiled. “You are as wise as you are beautiful, I see,” he said. 

“Can you help us, Uncle?” the Dominus wanted to know. 

Arik nodded. “I can. But first, Magnus, you must pay your respects to Aslak, for he wil  already

know of your visit. But how to explain you have been accompanied by a woman, Nephew? For

he wil  know that, too,” Arik said. 

“We wil  say one of the Coastal Kings in Hetar with whom we trade has sent me the woman as

a possible bride. And as she pleases me wel , I have come to see if she meets with your

approval as the oldest male in our family. You, of course, if asked, wil  say you are reserving

your judgment until you know Lara better.” 

Arik looked at Lara’s disapproving face and chuckled. “Your prospective bride does not seem

happy with this explanation,” he noted. 

“I wil  agree to it as it seems the simplest and best explanation,” Lara said. “But I am not of a

mind to take another husband.” 

“So you loved your husband,” Arik said. 

“His name was Vartan, Lord of the Fiacre, and head of the Outlands High Council. He was a

good man,” Lara elaborated. “I have two children, too. A son, Dil on, and a daughter, Anoush.” 

“Where are your children now?” the priest inquired. 

“My children are in the care of blood kin of my husband’s,” she explained. “My husband was

assassinated on the orders of an ambitious Hetarian, Gaius Prospero. Hetar has always

believed the Outlands are savage and lawless, but that is not so. I have lived both in Hetar and

the Outlands, and I far prefer the Outlands.” 

“Would you consider my nephew as a husband, my lady Lara?” Arik surprised her by asking. 

His look was curious. 

“I don’t want another husband,” she told him. “I have been told I have a destiny, and so I must

be free to fol ow that destiny.” 

“But if you were free to wed again,” the priest persisted. “Would you choose Magnus, my lady

Lara?” 

“Your nephew is too overbearing, and I too independent,” Lara said. “It is better that opposites

attract rather than like, my lord Arik.” 

“Perhaps,” Arik murmured with a smal  smile. He liked this woman, and had decided in the

short time of their acquaintance that she would make his nephew an excel ent wife. She was

every bit as strong as he was, and Magnus would not wear her down until she bored him. This

woman would never bore his nephew. 

“When should I see Aslak?” Magnus asked, breaking into his uncle’s thoughts. 

“He wil  be having his evening meal now, and we should be served ours shortly. Afterwards, 

and before the last prayers of our day,” Arik decided. 

The door to the chamber in which they were al  now standing opened, and a line of servants

came in bearing food. Lara grew silent again. They were seated, Arik at the table’s head, and

his guests on either side of him. Plates and implements were set before them. Dishes and

platters were passed about by the servants. Lara accepted each dish with a polite nod of her

head to the silent servants. Wine was poured. They ate their meal in silence as was the

custom of the temple dwel ers, and as the servants remained in the chamber, Lara knew she

must not speak again until they were alone. When the meal was final y cleared away the two

men arose from the table. Magnus bent to kiss Lara on the cheek. 

“I wil  return shortly, lady,” he told her, and she smiled and nodded. 

“She is very intel igent,” Arik remarked as they hurried from the guest house to the High

Priest’s dwel ing. “It is long past time you took a wife, Magnus. The faerie woman from Hetar is

fresh blood. And she intrigues you, I can see.” 

“There is time yet for me to take a wife and sire children,” the Dominus said. “I am in no hurry. 

She is quite magical, Uncle. The sword and the staff she carries both speak, as does her

horse. Lara’s faerie mother gave the horse wings so he might fly across the Sea of Sagitta to

join her. She claims she has kil ed with that sword. Such a formidable woman may not be the

woman for me. I need a woman who wil  give me children wil ingly. A wife who wil  mother those

children as a woman should, and not go off seeking a destiny. She is beautiful, and I am

fascinated with her, I wil  admit. But I do not know if I would wed her.” 

“She is precisely the wife for you, Magnus,” his uncle said. “The kind of woman you believe you

seek to wed would bore you in a year. This is a strong female, and have you not possibly

considered that the destiny that has been predicted for her may also be your destiny? Have I

not told you, Magnus, that change is coming? And perhaps now is not the time for children, 

Nephew. One day, yes. But first you must cope with what is to come. I play the traditionalist, 

Nephew, but you know that I am also progressive in my thoughts and ideas. I can do little until

Aslak has gone on into the next life, but when he has departed, Magnus, I shal  implement my

plans for the Brotherhood of the Great Creator, and for the Daughters of the Great Creator, 

too. 

“I wil  do al  I can to help you find the written words of the curse contrived by Usi the Sorcerer. 

Imagine the possibilities for the Dominion, for al  of Terah, if we could once again hear our

women’s voices, listen to their counsel and their ideas? We have not moved forward in over

five hundred years because of that wretched curse, Magnus!” 

“Uncle, I am astounded by the breadth of your vision,” the Dominus remarked. 

Arik smiled almost sardonical y. “Indeed, Nephew,” he said dryly. “Some would claim I am

touched by the darkness because I desire change.” 

“Not you,” Magnus Hauk replied to his uncle. 

They reached the house of the High Priest, and were admitted into his presence. Magnus

Hauk went immediately to the frail old man seated in a large, wel -cushioned chair, and taking

his thin hands into his own big ones pressed them first to his head, then his heart and final y to

his lips. “I greet you, my lord Aslak,” he said, “and I thank you for your hospitality.” 

“You have come with a woman,” the reedy voice of the old man said. 

“I have, my lord. The girl was sent to me from Hetar, a gift of a Coastal King. He thought I might

take her as a bride,” the Dominus said easily. 

“And you have brought her to your uncle for his approval?” the high priest quavered. 

“I have, my lord,” Magnus Hauk answered. 

“And what think you, Arik? Is the girl worthier than a Terahn girl to be the Domina of the

Dominion?” the tremulous old voice asked. “Must your nephew take a foreigner to wife?” 

“I am, you wil  understand, reserving my judgment, my lord Aslak. I have only just seen the girl. 

She is extraordinarily beautiful, and she seems pleasant enough,” Arik answered. “But of

course I cannot tel  on such a short acquaintance. My nephew means to remain here for a few

more days so I am able to make my decision. A marriage with a Hetarian girl might prove

useful to Terah.” 

“What should we care for Hetar?” the High Priest wanted to know. “They are good for trading

with, and nothing more.” 

“True, too true, my lord Aslak,” Magnus Hauk agreed amiably, “but there could come a day

when Hetar wil  no longer be content to meet us in midsea to trade. There may come a day

when they want to come here, and we cannot stop them. Perhaps a Hetarian wife would help

me to understand them so if that day comes Terah wil  not be at a disadvantage. We wil  know

more of them than they of us, eh?” 

The High Priest digested the Dominus’s words, and then he chuckled. “Heh! Heh! You are a

wickedly clever fel ow, my son. I can see the benefit in such a tactic. Wel , if she pleases you, 

and your uncle approves, you wil  have my blessing, also. I wil  even perform the wedding rite

myself.” 

“You honor me, my lord Aslak,” Magnus Hauk said jovial y. 

“Bring the girl to see me before you leave,” the old man said. And then his eyes closed. “I am

weary,” he murmured. 

“With your permission we wil  withdraw,” Arik said, “and leave you to your rest.” 

The High Priest did not open his eyes again, but waved a languid hand in a gesture of

dismissal to the two men, who backed from the chamber. 

As they walked through the temple gardens Arik said in a satisfied voice, “He is content now

that he knows everything there is to know, Nephew. You played your part wel . I congratulate

you on your answers to him. He is old, but his wits are yet sharp although not as sharp as they

once were.” 

“Can we begin our search tomorrow?” the Dominus wanted to know. 

“Aye,” Arik agreed. “I wil  bring the books to you so Lara wil  not be publicly viewed searching

through them. It is better, and wil  keep the gossip at a minimum.” 

“What, Uncle,” Magnus Hauk teased his relation, “are you tel ing me you do not spend al  your

time in prayer and meditation within these hal owed precincts?” 

Arik Hauk chortled. “I leave prayer and meditation to the youthful members of the brotherhood

who are fil ed with the enthusiasm of piety,” he said. 

“Have you no fear of the Great Creator then, Uncle?” the Dominus asked. 

“The Great Creator knows my true worth, Nephew,” Arik Hauk said dryly. 

They had reached the square stone path leading over the water to the guesthouse. “I wil  bid

you good night, Nephew,” the older man said. “Enjoy the remainder of your evening. I think I

almost envy you, but then I have not had the desire since entering the temple order to take a

hearth mate, as many of my brothers do. Women can be a deterrent to ambition, and it is not

my responsibility to breed up sons for our family.” He hurried off into the deepening twilight. 

Magnus Hauk walked slowly across the waterway. He could smel  the sweet elusive fragrance

of the hyacinths and water lilies that grew al  around him. The guest house seemed empty. 

Where had Lara disappeared to? He walked into a bedchamber, and he could hear her

humming somewhere near. Moving through a smal er door at the end of the chamber he found

himself in a bath. 

“It’s wonderful!” Lara said from the water of the pool. “I have already washed my body, and my

hair. Hurry and join me, Magnus.” 

He stripped off his garments and washed himself in the bathing recess. There was a large sea

sponge, and a dish of soft soap. He used them lavishly, fol owing her lead and washing both

his body and his dark golden hair. Then he stood beneath a spouting stone fish and rinsed

himself off. Final y he entered the bathing pool, taking her into his arms, and kissing her a long, 

satisfying kiss. 

“Should we be so carnal while we are on the temple grounds?” Lara asked him. Then she

nibbled lightly on his lower lip. 

“The Great Creator is devoted to life, my faerie love. Does our lustful play not embody life

itself?” he asked her pul ing her harder against him. He loved the feel of her soft breasts

against his hard chest. He could feel his desire for her growing. 

Lara slipped her arms about his neck. She felt his manly length hard against her thigh. He

lifted her from the water, his tongue slowly licking up the length of her torso, between her

breasts and up her throat. Lara lowered her head, and whispered into his ear, “I want you

inside of me, my lord. I need to feel your hardness.” 

He lowered her slowly back into the water and pushed her hard against the wal  of the pool. He

He lowered her slowly back into the water and pushed her hard against the wal  of the pool. He

was burning for her. His hands cupped her bottom to lift her up as she wrapped her legs about

him. He struggled with himself that he not enter her too quickly, for he wanted them both to

enjoy the sweet anticipation a slow entry could give them. 

She was always so wonderful y tight for him. Inch by inch he pushed forward into the heat of

her. 

Lara cried out softly as she felt him entering her with incredible restraint. Her teeth sank into

the flesh of his shoulder and he moaned. Then to her surprise he was ful y sheathed and

walking slowly from the pool, his big hands clasping the firm twin moons of her buttocks. 

Reaching a marble bench he careful y straddled it, lowering her down. Then he began to pump

himself back and forth within her until Lara was almost screaming with the pleasure he offered. 

Twice her juices flowed over the firm hot manhood within her. 

Then to her great surprise he withdrew from her, turning her about, and pushed into a place

she had never again thought to entertain a manhood. Lara gasped. The entry had hurt slightly, 

but now he just rested, throbbing, within the tight passage while she quivered beneath him, his

hands bruising the flesh of her hips. “Magnus!” she managed to say. 

His big body leaned over her. “You belong to me, my faerie lover,” he growled as he slowly

withdrew, and then plunged back within her. “This makes you mine alone.” 

Lara did not bother to tel  him of the Shadow Princes, who had taken her body lovingly in every

possible way. She could barely remember that night for as her princely lover had told her, she

had been on another plane as they taught her the lesson of complete trust. “For now,” she

agreed, and then he shuddered, spil ing his juices within her in great and violent spurts. 

He col apsed upon her briefly, final y rising and pul ing her up into his arms that he might kiss

her. Over and over his mouth pressed kisses on her, and Lara reciprocated. Then laughing

she pushed him away at last, and returned to the scented pool. He quickly joined her, pul ing

her back into his embrace for more kisses. 

“I adore you!” he groaned against her lips. 

“Do not love me, Magnus. At least not yet,” Lara warned him gently. 

“If I can’t love you, I wil  surely kil  you,” he whispered to her. 

Lara pul ed away from him, taking his face between her two hands. “No, you won’t,” she told

him. “Trust me, my lord Dominus. I wil  not fail either of us.” 

He drew her back into his arms, and her head rested against his shoulder. “Did you blood me

before where you bit me?” he asked her. 

“You wil  be bruised, I fear, but I did not bite you hard enough to break the skin. One day I may if

you continue to offer us such incredible pleasure, Magnus.” 

“You seek to placate me,” he told her. 

“Aye,” she agreed. 

He laughed. “Such candor is refreshing,” he told her. 

“I am always honest,” she said softly. Then pul ing away from him she stepped up from the

warm water, and reaching for a drying cloth began to dry herself. “For a religious order the

accommodations are quite fine, my lord Dominus. They are obviously wealthy, and no poor

mendicants.” 

“A third of what we earn in our trade with the Coastal Kings is given to the Temple of the Great

Creator,” he explained. He remained within the pool cooling his ardor for the moment. She

would be in his bed the night long, and they would pleasure each other again. And mayhap yet

again, he considered. 

Lara sat down on the bench where they had recently sported, and rubbed her hair dry with the

cloth. He watched her enjoying the simple task she performed. Then she arose, and with a

smile at him disappeared into the bedchamber. The warm water had relaxed him after their

long day’s ride. Magnus climbed from the bathing pool, and taking a fresh drying cloth rubbed

the droplets of water first from his big frame and then from his thick hair. Then he padded

across the marble floor of the bath and into their bedchamber. Lara was brushing her hair with

her beautiful gold brush. 

He took it from her, and began to groom her tresses himself. “It’s like thistledown mixed with

moonlight and sunbeams,” he told her. 

“How poetic,” she said to him. “I like to have my hair brushed.” 

“Have other men brushed it?” he asked, an edge to his voice. 

“Yes,” she answered him simply. 

“Who?” he demanded to know. 

“Magnus,” Lara told him gently, “it is too soon for you to want every detail of my history. And

right now I am not of a mind to relate that history. I wil  tel  you that both my father and Gaius

Prospero considered me born to give pleasure. But what they did not consider was that my

destiny has nothing to do with either my beauty, or my proficiency for passion.” She stood up, 

and took the brush from his hand smiling into his turquoise eyes. “Are you weary, my lord

Dominus? I know that I am. It has been a very long day, and I am tired.” 

Taking his hand she led him to the bed that they would share. 

“I am the ruler of a vast land,” he said to her, “and yet you do not fear me, my faerie love. 

Should you not?” 

“Why?” she asked him with a smile, and drew him down into her embrace. 

He laughed softly. “I shal  never real y tame you, Lara, wil  I?” 

“You are clever to understand that so quickly, Magnus.” 

He could see she was indeed tired, and their earlier bout of passion had taken the edge off

his appetite for her. He shifted himself so that she was now in his arms, her head upon his

broad chest. “Go to sleep, my faerie love,” he told her. The morning would be soon enough, the

Dominus thought, and it was always a fine way to begin a day. 

But when he awoke the sun was already streaming through the windows of the bedchamber, 

and Lara was gone. Where? he wondered, his feet hitting the floor. She was not in the bath. 

He looked into the outer chamber where they had eaten last night and saw her sitting silently at

the table as a servant offered her fresh fruit, cheese and bread. She was already dressed in

her pants, shirt and vest, her long hair fashioned in a single braid. Dressing quickly, he joined

her, kissing her cheek in greeting, but saying nothing directly to her. 

“Ask my uncle to attend me when he is able,” he told the hovering servant. “The lady Lara wil

see to my needs as the food is here.” 

“Yes, my lord Dominus,” the servant said, and hurried out of the guest house. 

“Are we alone otherwise?” Magnus Hauk asked his companion. 

She nodded, but said nothing, putting her fingers to her lips in a warning, her eyes going to the

left. Outside on the colonnaded porch he saw another servant sweeping. 

“Good girl!” he approved her astuteness, and her caution. 

Lara smiled, and began to serve him his meal. He ate swiftly, more to finish the meal than

enjoy it. He was as anxious as she probably was to begin reviewing the books of Terah held

by the temple. Final y Arik Hauk arrived. 

“I am sorry,” he said. “The High Priest had many instructions for me this morning. I believe he

seeks to impress upon you that he is stil  competent to do his job.” 

“It is not my right to remove him even if he wasn’t,” the Dominus said. 

“He has some moments of confusion although overal  his wits remain sharp and clear. Stil , he

is one hundred and fifty. He has not many years left, Nephew, and he has been a good High

Priest. May I be as excel ent.” 

“I do not fear for the brotherhood in your hands, Uncle,” Magnus Hauk said. “Now, the books. 

Wil  we view them here, or in the library?” 

“I thought both,” Arik Hauk said. “That way it wil  appear natural. The Dominus is reviewing the

books of Terah for himself while he visits. You were considered a scholar in your youth, 

Magnus, and that is wel -known. When you are in the library, for Lara cannot go there, I wil

bring her a book to peruse here.” 

For the next few days the Dominus, Arik and Lara read through the holy books of Terah, which

were never finished, for each succeeding generation added to them. They reached the era in

which Usi the Sorcerer had entered the brotherhood as a novice. They read of his progress as

he made an assent through the various levels of the religious order. And then there came the

first mention of difficulty with Usi, and the realization, too late, that he had turned from the light

to the darkness. And the darkness brought Usi incredible power even after he had been

expel ed from the brotherhood. The sorcerer built a large army for himself, and overthrew the

ruling royal family, systematical y murdering them as he found them. But some escaped the

sorcerer’s vigilance, going into hiding. 

Usi had a fierce appetite for female flesh. He kept a great house of women for both his

salacious pleasure, and to torture, for he gained more pleasure from inflicting pain than from

merely copulating with a female. The Terahns began to hide their women in an attempt to

protect them, but families caught shielding their wives, daughters, sisters and others were

subject to great public humiliation. The women were publicly raped multiple times while their

men were whipped until their backs were raw. Virgins were taken to the sorcerer for his

delectation. Eventual y the resistance ceased, and families took the chance that Usi would not

take one of their women if they were discreet, and did not venture out too often. 

Al  the profits from the trade with Hetar went into Usi’s pocket until one of his braver aides

ventured that the craftsmen and women needed something if they were to continue in their

work. Tools needed to be replaced, looms and spinning wheels repaired, and nothing could

be had for free. Grudgingly the sorcerer gave a minute portion of his profits to the vil ages, 

threatening them with slow painful deaths if the quality of their goods grew shoddy. It was a

time of terrible unhappiness, the books of Terah recal ed in great and graphic detail. 

And then one brave woman, a distant relation of the former ruling family, decided that Usi’s

reign of terror must end. She convinced a brother to accept a place that had been offered him

in Usi’s court. And to her brother’s apparent distress the woman, whose name was Geltruda, 

al owed herself to be innocently seen on several occasions by the sorcerer. But always her

mien was virtuous and meek. Fascinated by Geltruda’s beauty and modesty, Usi approached

the woman, but eyes lowered, she demurred and rejected his invitations in such a manner that

he was not in the least offended. Indeed he was intrigued by her air of fearful respect for him

while maintaining her unworthiness to be even considered for his bed. 

As the weeks went by Usi’s lust for Geltruda grew, but to everyone’s surprise the sorcerer was

patient in his quest for this woman. Final y she admitted to him that while he was her ruler, and

she very much wanted to obey him, her brother must give his permission for Geltruda to go to

Usi’s bed. To no one’s surprise the brother agreed. But what neither Usi nor his court was

aware of was that Geltruda and her brother had planned it al . Usi had no heirs. The Hauk

family, Terah’s rightful rulers, would be restored if al  went as Geltruda had planned. And it

would if her brother would just play his part, and be brave. 

On the night Geltruda chose to give in to Usi’s lusts, her entire body, even her hair, was bathed

in a fatal poison. It would take several hours for the poison to kil  Geltruda, and by that time Usi

would also be dead. Smel ing of night-blooming lilies she entered his private chamber shyly, 

admiring the sorcerer’s physique, worrying that his manhood might be too large for so dainty a

woman as she. The sorcerer could not contain his burning desire for Geltruda, but he was a

master of seduction nonetheless, and took his time with her. His lips kissed every inch of the

woman’s trembling body. He suckled her breasts greedily. His tongue licked and caressed her

with fiery ardor. Then, mounting her, he used her enthusiastical y unaware that even as his

crisis approached he was dying. 

And then Usi became aware al  too late of what was happening to him. “What have you done, 

woman?” 

“I have, with my brother’s help, freed Terah!” Geltruda gasped, near her end. Then the pupils of

her eyes dilated, and she died. 

With his own dying breath, Usi the Sorcerer laid a curse upon the people of Terah. 

“Is it written there?” Magnus Hauk asked Lara, who had been reading the tale. It was evening, 

and they were alone. 

Lara shook her head. “The curse is not here,” she said. 

“We are confounded then,” the Dominus said. 

“Not necessarily,” Lara replied. 

“Why do you think that?” he asked her. 

“The sorcerer was not here when Geltruda kil ed Usi. Where was he? Most likely in the castle. 

Usi’s private chamber is mentioned several times in the text. Where is that chamber, Magnus? 

That is where he would have kept his book of spel s. I should have considered that before. The

book would not be here at the temple, nor would those spel s be written down in the books of

Terah for al  to see and use. No! He would have kept the book hidden in his own rooms. And a

spel  so potent would have had to be written before he could use it. We must return to the

castle as soon as possible, and search those rooms.” 

“But no one wil  know where Usi lay his head after al  this time,” the Dominus said. “We wil

have to search every chamber in the castle, and there are many.” 

“Given Usi’s delight in torture, his secret chamber would be someplace a woman’s cries could

not be easily heard,” Lara observed. 

“The old dungeons, perhaps?” the Dominus suggested. 

“I think not. Too many of Usi’s ordinary prisoners would be close by, to overhear. More than

likely a tower room, where he could easily vanish if enemies approached.” 

“Would he not be trapped there?” 

“He undoubtedly had the power of shape-shifting as many magic folk do,” Lara replied. “He

could always become a mouse, and slip through a crack, or a bird, and fly from the window, 

Magnus.” 

“Do you have such power?” the Dominus asked her curiously. 

“Yes,” she answered him. “I rarely use the talent, for it is difficult.” 

“Sometimes I think I should be frightened of you, Lara,” he told her. 

“No,” she responded. “You need not fear me. I told you that my magic is used only for good.” 

“And you do not fear the darkness?” he asked her. 

“No. I need not, for I am the very essence of light, my lord Dominus.” 

“I wil  find my uncle and tel  him we wil  leave at first light,” he said. 

“Yes,” Lara agreed. “I am anxious to return to your castle and seek out this hidden place. Usi’s

book of spel s wil  be there. I am certain!” 

“The High Priest wanted to see you before we left. I must honor that request. I wil  speak with

Arik and arrange for it tonight before we sleep,” Magnus said. He arose from the table where

they had been seated. “I wil  be back for you shortly.” 

When he had gone from the guest house Lara dug into her saddlebag and retrieved a carved

and gilded wooden peach. Opening it, she drew out a simple gown of pale green silk with long

flowing sleeves, a straight skirt and a modestly draped neckline. She had no sandals, but her

bare feet would not be considered untoward on a summer’s night. Lara quickly put on the

gown, brushed her hair, and rebraided it into a single plait. Then she draped a long matching

veil over her head. There was no mirror in the guest house, but Lara knew she looked every

inch the proper woman. 

Returning the Dominus was surprised to find her so modestly garbed. “I did not know you had

such a gown with you,” he said. 

“Would you have me appear before your High Priest garbed as a warrior woman, my lord

Dominus?” she countered. 

“Your look is deceptively innocent,” he remarked. 

She smiled mischievously. “I believe the High Priest wil  find me quite suitable,” she told him. 

“Now let us go, my lord Dominus.” 

Taking her arm he led her from the guest house. 
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THE HIGH PRIEST of the Brotherhood of the Great Creator peered sharply at Lara with his

rheumy old eyes. He was pleased to see that both her demeanor and her dress were modest. 

He had never been to Hetar, and he knew little about it. But stories he had heard in his youth

declared that Hetar was a venal and licentious world. The woman before him seemed

pleasant enough, but something fretted him about her. When she met his gaze for a brief

moment, her emerald eyes to his clouded ones, he knew exactly what it was. 

“She is faerie!” he declared in a hard and shaking voice. 

“Yes, the Coastal King said she was half-faerie,” the Dominus said. 

“She wil  have magic, and magic is evil. It cannot be tolerated here in Terah,” the High Priest

replied. “Kil  her, Magnus Hauk, and her magic wil  be destroyed. Hetar has sent her to harm

us, I am certain of it. If you wil  not slay her I wil  have my guards do it before she infects you

with her evil — if she has not already done so.” He now glared at Lara with disdain. 

“There is something you should know about this lady, my lord Aslak,” Arik said quietly. “We can

hear her voice.” 

The old man jumped backward with shock. “Evil!” he insisted pointing a bony finger at Lara. 

“No, my lord Aslak,” Arik told the high priest. “We hear her voice because she is not of Terah, 

but even more amazing, she had told us that our women do indeed speak. It is we who cannot

hear,” he explained. 

“What blasphemy is this?” Aslak demanded angrily. “The women of Terah were condemned to

be voiceless through eternity.” 

“No, my lord Aslak,” Lara said softly. “It was the men who listened to their women who were

cursed. Because I am of Hetar you can hear my voice, and I have both heard and spoken with

your women.” 

Aslak had grown pale at the sound of Lara’s voice. Now he stumbled backward, clutching at

his chest. His eyes began to rol  back in his head, and his mouth moved but no sound could be

heard. Suddenly he col apsed onto the floor. 

Arik knelt, and sought for a pulse. He drew a smal  smooth metal square from his robes, and

held it before the High Priest’s nostrils. The mirror remained clear, and unblemished. “He is

dead,” Arik said sanguinely. “He was very old.” Then rising he went to the door of the High

Priest’s chambers, and cal ed out. “The High Priest has col apsed! Come quickly, my

brothers!” 

And there was suddenly the ringing of a bel , and the chamber fil ed with the men belonging to

the order. 

“The High Priest was just giving his blessing to the Dominus and his proposed wife when he

col apsed,” Arik explained loudly. 

It was a reasonable explanation, and the sight of the modestly garbed and veiled woman

clinging to the Dominus, her head hidden in his shoulder, certainly gave credibility to the

scene. 

“He was an old man,” one of the brotherhood said. “Al  praise to the Great Creator for his

goodness in taking Aslak in such a merciful fashion.” 

“And al  hail to the new High Priest Arik,” another of the brotherhood said, and the chamber

echoed with huzzahs. 

Arik nodded graciously at their acclaim. Then he said, “Nephew, take the lady Lara from this

scene of sadness. It is not fit for her lovely eyes. My brothers, we must prepare our departed

brother Aslak for his funeral pyre.” 

As the men of the order surrounded their fal en leader, the Dominus led Lara back to the guest

house in the lake. 

“This is terrible,” Lara said softly to him. “I have kil ed the old man with the very sound of my

voice.” 

“He died because it was his time,” Magnus Hauk said. “He was very old, and narrow in his

thinking. He would have been an impediment to our plans to reverse Usi the Sorcerer’s curse

upon us. My uncle wil  be a more forward thinking High Priest which suits me, and that wil  be

better for Terah. There is magic here. There always was, but under Aslak’s influence those

who have it were forced to keep silent.” 

“But he was so shocked at the sound of my voice,” Lara worried. 

“Your voice is a beautiful one. I think it was that beauty that overcame him,” the Dominus told

her. 

Lara laughed weakly. “What a time, Magnus, to be so gal ant,” she said. 

“Sit down,” he ordered her, and then he poured them goblets of wine. 

“Drink this. It wil  calm you. And then you must go to bed. We have an early start.” 

“But wil  there not be a departure ceremony of some sort?” she asked him. “Should you not be

there for it? He was your High Priest, and you are the Dominus.” 

“We do not celebrate the passing of a soul from this place into the domain of the Great

Creator. Death on this side of the door is the natural course for life to take,” Magnus explained. 

“Even as I speak to you Aslak is being placed upon his funeral pyre. Our dead are burned

within the hour of their passing. That way we are able to put the past aside and concentrate

upon the future. When I have seen you settled in bed I wil  go and pay my final respects.” Then

he put her to bed as if she were a child, making certain she drank al  the wine in the goblet. “I

wil  be back within the hour,” he promised. 

But whether he was or not Lara never knew, for she slept soundly the night long, awakening to

the sound of singing birds and the promise of sunrise. Magnus lay on his back next to her, 

sleeping peaceful y. Lara observed him for several long minutes. He was a very handsome

man, but rugged, much as Vartan had been. Not at al  like Kaliq, who had been almost as

beautiful to behold as she was, Lara thought with a fond smile of remembrance. Suddenly she

became aware of the faint scent of burning on the morning wind. Aslak’s funeral pyre, she

realized, as she slipped from the bed, and quickly dressed herself in her leather pants, silk

shirt and vest. She was pul ing on her boots when the Dominus awoke. “It’s morning,” Lara told

him. 

He groaned. “I was longer than I anticipated, and then innumerable cups of wine had to be

drunk to Aslak and to my uncle.” 

“We could wait a day,” she offered. 

“Nay,” he said pul ing himself from the bed. “I want to find Usi’s private chamber, and the book

of spel s. Tel  me, what does Sirvat’s voice sound like?” 

“Like rough yet delicate chimes. Al  of your women have exquisite voices. Usi’s curse was a

cruel one that you have been denied the sound of your women’s voices. To think you never

heard your mother singing to you as a child.” Lara picked up the delicate green gown she had

worn the evening before, and before his astonished eyes poured it back into the open half of

the wooden peach. Adding the veil, she closed the carved fruit and tucked it in her saddlebag. 

“If I had not seen you do that I should not have believed it,” Magnus Hauk said. 

“It always astounded my husband, too.” 

They both heard the door to the guest house open, and a wary look touched Lara’s face. She

fel  silent. The servant entered with the early meal and set a tray upon the table in the chamber

outside before departing again. 

Magnus Hauk peered into the other room. “He’s gone. Let us eat, pay our respects to my

uncle and then be on our way. The men-at-arms wil  be awaiting us.” 

Arik greeted them warmly, and as there had been no time the night before he listened to

Lara’s quick explanation of where she believed the book of spel s could be found. “Send word

to me when you have found it,” he told them. “It should be hidden away where it can never

again be used,” the new High Priest said. 

“If I find it, once I have reversed the curse,” Lara said firmly, “I wil  destroy the book. Evil has a

life al  its own, and draws other evil to it, my lord Arik. We should take no chances.” 

“Then let it be as you have said,” Arik replied. “I bow to your wisdom.” 

“Not so much wisdom as caution,” Lara said with a smal  smile, and the two men chuckled at

her observation. 

Then uncle and nephew embraced. Arik turned to Lara, and hugged her, too. “Farewel , faerie

woman,” he said. “We wil  meet again, I have not a doubt.” 

“I hope so,” Lara told him. She liked Arik. 

They rode out from the Temple of the Great Creator on a glorious summer’s morning, passing

what remained of Aslak’s funeral pyre on a nearby green hil ock as they rode. The day

remained fair, and by sunset they once again espied the towers and turrets of the castle of the

Dominus. 

“Tomorrow,” Lara said, “I wil  ride about the castle, and see what I can see.” 

Sirvat was awaiting them, eager to learn what had transpired. Magnus Hauk left Lara and his

sister together, asking only if husbands had been found for his three former Pleasure Women. 

“Tel  my brother I have almost concluded negotiations for them al ,” Sirvat said to Lara, who

repeated the message. 

“Good,” Magnus Hauk said. “The sooner the better. I have no wish to listen to Uma’s carping

once my hearing is restored.” Then he stamped off to his own quarters. 

Sirvat cal ed for the meal to be served. Seeing but two places set at the table, Lara asked

why. 

“I cannot bear their company any longer,” Sirvat admitted. “Felda is sweet, but has the

disposition of a milk cow. She is too bland and placid for intel igent conversation. Alcippe’s

tongue is too sharp, and she is critical of everything now that she knows she is to be wed and

gone from the castle. As for Uma, wel , you know her nature. And her complaints haven’t

stopped since you left. I should rather be alone with my own thoughts than bear their company. 

Now tel  me, what happened?” 

Lara careful y outlined their journey. She told Sirvat of Aslak’s demise. 

“He was a cranky old man,” Sirvat observed. “He always looked at me as if I were a bug or a

beetle, and once he suggested I be sent to the Daughters of the Great Creator, as my older

sisters were married. I’l  shed no tears for him,” she sniffed. 

“How wel  do you know the castle?” Lara asked her friend. 

“I’ve lived here al  my life,” Sirvat said, “and I have explored much of it, but I’ve never come

upon a chamber that might qualify as Usi’s. I would think you could feel his evil in such a place, 

but I want to help you search, Lara.” 

“What of the marriage negotiations for the others?” Lara asked her. 

“Felda’s and Alcippe’s arrangements are already made. They have chosen husbands from

among the aspirants for them. Only Uma remains obdurate. I don’t like to marry her off to

someone she has not approved, but I may have no choice if she does not pick soon. I don’t

know what to do with her.” 

“Let me speak to her,” Lara said. 

“She hates you,” Sirvat replied. “She thinks my brother was madly in love with her until you

came and ensorcel ed him. She won’t listen to you.” 

“I think I can persuade her,” Lara told Sirvat. 

“Let us eat first,” Sirvat said. “You have had a long day’s ride, and you wil  need your strength

to deal with that termagant.” 

Lara laughed, but agreed, and together the two enjoyed a pleasant meal. When it had

concluded, and the servants had taken away the remnants, Lara arose and went to Uma’s little

chamber. She knocked, and without waiting for a reply, entered. 

Uma was creaming her lithe body. “What do you want?” she snarled, looking up. 

“Sirvat tel s me you have not picked a husband,” Lara began. 

“Oh, I have,” Uma said. “It is the Dominus, and I wil  not be satisfied with any other man. He

loved me until you came and worked your faerie enchantments upon him.” She spread more

lotion along her shapely leg. 

“Magnus has never been in love with you, Uma, and in your heart of hearts you know that. He is

a cold and powerful man. He took women into his household for his own personal gratification, 

nothing more. He has never shown you anything more than his lust when you enjoyed

pleasures together. It is al  he offers to any woman, even me.” 

“No,” Uma said low. “He looks at you the way he never looked at any of us.” 

“Does he?” Lara laughed. “If he does it is because I am unlike any woman he has ever known, 

or wil  know. I intrigue him, but it has nothing to do with magic. I am Lara, daughter of

Swiftsword, and Ilona, queen of the Forest Faeries. I am widow to a great man. I travel with a

horse, a staff and a sword, magical creatures al . And I am magic. But Magnus Hauk’s

fascination with me has nothing to do with magic. It is of his own making. I am the one woman

he cannot, wil  not, ever tame or bend to his wil . One day he wil  love me, Uma, and when he

does there wil  never be another for him but me.” 

“He is already fal ing in love with you,” Uma cried bitterly. 

“No. Not yet. But one day. Now it is nothing more than lust,” Lara told the girl. “But his lust for

me is greater than it has ever been for any woman. And you, despite what your eyes and heart

tel  you, are being a fool. Sirvat has found several men, al  more than suitable to be your

husband, yet you demur, Uma. Why?” Lara reached out and yanked Uma’s head up. “Look at

me! Do you real y believe he could prefer you over me? Do you know what he said about my

hair? That it was gossamer, al  sunlight and moonbeams. Has he ever said words like that to

you?” 

Uma burst into tears. “I…I hate you!” she sobbed. 

“Then choose the man that suits you best from those Sirvat has found. Marry him, and leave

the castle with honor and dignity. Be with a man who wil  love you, and give you children of your

own in your own house. Or remain here, and watch as the Dominus fal s in love with me, and

you become a poor shadow ignored by al . The choice is yours to make, Uma. But in the

morning you wil  make it one way or another. You wil  go to Sirvat and choose your mate. Or

you wil  tel  Sirvat you wish to remain here, wasting the rest of your days in the futile pursuit of a

man who wil  never love you because in the end he wil  belong to me, body and soul. You have

but one opportunity to make your choice, Uma. And once you have made it you wil  have to live

with it. There wil  be no second chances for you. Be warned, for I speak to you out of kindness. 

I have no hate for you as you claim to have for me.” Then loosening her hold on Uma’s hair, 

Lara turned and left the stunned woman, who had begun to sob again. 

“What did you say to her?” Sirvat wanted to know when Lara rejoined her friend in the day

room of their quarters. 

“I quite surprised myself,” Lara admitted. “It was as if my mother was speaking. I was faerie

cold, and faerie cruel. But come the morrow Uma wil  give you her decision one way or

another. She wil  either choose a husband or elect to remain in the castle, ignored by al . I

hope her choice is a wise one that wil  give her happiness, but she is a stubborn creature, and

foolish to boot. I did tel  her there would be no second chance for her if she chose unwisely.” 

“I think it might help if Magnus were here when she makes that decision,” Sirvat said. “With a

proprietary arm about you. Let us make it clear to Uma that she has no place here within my

brother’s household.” 

Lara smiled at her friend. “I see you can be cruel, too, Sirvat,” she said. 

“Al  women have a streak of cruelty in them,” she laughed. “I wil  send word to my brother now.” 

Sirvat arose and took a smal  writing box from a cabinet. “This is how I have always

communicated important matters to Magnus and the other men in our household,” she

explained. 

“Your parents are dead?” Lara inquired. 

“Our father, aye, but our mother lives with our oldest sister’s family. She says the castle

depressed her after our father died. Magnus was the first born of my siblings, and then our

mother, who is cal ed Persis, produced three daughters in a row. The eldest is Narda, and she

is married to Tostig. They live two fjords to the west, and Tostig’s family control great fields of

silk worms. Aselma is our middle sister. She is wed to Armen, and his family are famed

weavers in Terah. They live but one fjord to the west.” 

“You did not go with your mother?” 

“She did not ask me to accompany her, nor did Narda invite me into her house. I was ten when

my mother departed, and I was not unhappy to see her go,” came the startling admission. 

“She was very disappointed when I was found to be a girl. She had wanted another son, so

her interest in me waned quickly. Had it not been for my brother and my old nurse, I do not

know what would have happened to me.” 

“And you have not seen your mother since she left the castle?” Lara was fascinated by this

information. Magnus’s mother did not sound like a warm woman. 

“No,” Sirvat said. “She wrote my brother that she was happily settled in Narda’s home, and

thanked him for letting her go there. Narda wrote to Magnus that she was happy to have the

companionship of our mother once again. They are much alike, as I recal . I was six when

Narda was wed, and eight when Aselma married. Our father died the year after, and then our

mother went away. At first I was lonely, and not just a little afraid. So much had changed for me

in two short years. But then Magnus said as he had no wife, it was my responsibility to

manage his household.” She laughed. “I told him I was just a little girl, and he replied that I was

the sister of the Dominus, and must accept my responsibilities. So I did. Did you have

siblings?” 

“Two half brothers,” Lara replied. “Mikhail, my father’s son by his wife Susanna. He was

scarcely a year when I left the City. And my mother’s son by her consort, Thanos. He is a little

boy, too. Mikhail is al  mortal, and Cirilo is al  faerie. And I stand between them.” 

“So like me, you have the most fragile relationship with your siblings,” Sirvat noted. “As you wil

one day be Magnus’s wife, I am glad we are to be friends.” 

“Who told you I would be your brother’s wife?” 

“He is fal ing in love with you,” Sirvat said. “He has never loved any woman before, but I see

the difference in the way he treats you.” 

“What can you know of love, youngling?” Lara asked her, smiling. 

“I love Corrado,” Sirvat said quietly. “And from the look in his eyes when he gazes upon me I

know he loves me, too. My brother now has that same appearance.” 

“How old are you?” Lara wanted to know. 

“Almost seventeen,” Sirvat answered. “And you?” 

“Twenty-one.” 

“It is a good age,” Sirvat replied. “When I wed Corrado I wil  continue to live here, for my

brother’s Captain of Captains, Corrado, had his home here in the castle. So we may continue

to be friends, and we wil  be sisters one day.” 

“But does not Corrado live in male quarters?” Lara wanted to know. 

“Oh yes, for now. But when we are wed I have already chosen where we wil  reside,” Sirvat

replied. “I wil  show you tomorrow when we begin to seek out the sorcerer’s chamber,” she

promised. 

“Tomorrow is almost here,” Lara told her friend with a smile. “Look outside. The moons are al

rising. Did you know that in Hetar they are each a different color, and only in the Outlands can

you see al  four of them at once? Finish your message to Magnus, and then go to bed.” She

arose, and stretched. “Good night, Sirvat.” 

“Good night, Lara,” the younger woman cal ed after her. Then she bent her head to her letter. 

Lara reached her bedchamber to find Verica awake in his corner and irritable. 

“What is the matter?” she asked the staff. 

“That girl with the red hair entered your chamber and woke me,” he grumbled. “Andraste

frightened her away when she began to sing.” 

Lara turned to her sword. “You sang to her?” She was surprised. She had only known Andraste

to sing in battle. 

“I am Andraste, and I wil  drink the blood of Lara’s enemy,” Andraste replied. 

“Did she take anything?” Lara wanted to know. “Or leave something?” 

“She was scarce through the door when we caught her,” Verica said. “She ran. There was

nothing taken, and nothing left, Mistress.” 

“Thank you both for recognizing the danger,” Lara told her two companions. 

“The wench is your enemy,” Verica said. 

“I know,” Lara admitted, “but with luck by tomorrow her departure wil  be in the making. She

has a choice to make come morning.” 

“Humph,” grumbled Verica. “Waking an old man up is not good manners.” 

“Go back to sleep, dear friend,” Lara advised him. “We wil  not be disturbed again tonight,” 

she promised, and stroked the staff as he closed his eyes. Then Lara prepared herself for

sleep. 

She was awakened in the dawn by the Dominus kissing her. “You are a wicked man,” she told

him as his hands strayed beneath the bedclothes. 

“My sister said I should be here to learn Uma’s decision this morning,” he defended himself, 

fondling her breasts as he spoke. “Besides, I seem to recal  you like being awakened by my

kisses.” Pushing her back he began first to kiss her breasts, and then he suckled upon a pert

nipple. “I wil  have you, my beautiful faerie woman,” he said low. Then he began to scatter

kisses down her torso until his dark golden head was pushing between her thighs and his

tongue sought out her most vulnerable spot. 

“Ohh!” Lara cried softly. “Oh, Magnus!” she cried louder. “Oh! Oh!” 

His teeth delicately scored the tiny nub of her sex, and she shuddered. Then he moved back

up her body again until his mouth was touching hers. “Witch!” he murmured against her lips. 

“You want her to hear us, don’t you?” 

“Yes!” she hissed at him. “Yes!” 

He laughed, and then entering her slender lush body began to use her fiercely. Soon they were

both caught up in the passionate delights they enjoyed with each other. Lara began to moan, 

and her moans turned into screams of intense pleasure such as she had never know. Her

fingernails raked down his long back. She bit into his shoulder and tasted blood. The Dominus

was roaring with his enjoyment as they at last reached an intense crisis. “Faerie witch! Faerie

witch! How I adore you!” he howled loudly. What had begun as a cruel game to taunt Uma had

turned into an ecstasy of amorousness. They rol ed away from each other, spent. “Faerie

woman, you have unmanned me,” Magnus groaned low. 

Lara could not speak for several long moments. She had flown into the stars in his arms. While

she had known pleasure with several men, she had never achieved such fulfil ment as she did

with Magnus. That, however, she would keep to herself. He was far too arrogant yet — and

might always be. She could never al ow him to believe that he had the upper hand over her. 

might always be. She could never al ow him to believe that he had the upper hand over her. 

“You are a fine lover,” she final y complimented him. Then she sighed gustily. “I suspect al  in

the Women’s Quarters wil  have heard our efforts,” she said with a weak chuckle. 

“I hope so. I hold no il  wil  toward Uma. There was a day when she gave me pleasures. But

now I want no woman in my bed but you, Lara, so Uma and her companions must seek new

lives,” the Dominus said. 

“Felda and Alcippe have already chosen,” Lara told him. “It is only Uma who stubbornly

remains determined not to go. I spoke most frankly, even cruel y to her last night. Now you

have given proof of my words, Magnus. I pray to my Celestial Actuary, and to your Great

Creator — one and the same, I suspect — that Uma wil  now choose to fol ow the wise

example of the other two.” 

“I wil  eat the first meal with you and my sister,” he said as he arose from the bed. 

“Let me bathe you before you redress,” she said, seeking out the basin and the pitcher in the

coals of her smal  hearth. 

When they entered the day room they found Sirvat and the other women awaiting them. The

Dominus sat at the head of the table, and Lara rushed to serve him. Setting the plate before

him she poured wine into his goblet. 

“Sit,” Magnus Hauk commanded the other women. Then he began to eat. 

They sat, wordlessly passing the bowls and platters among themselves. Looking about, Sirvat

restrained her amusement. Lara kept her eyes down the entire meal. The other three looked

pale, Uma in particular. When the Dominus finished his meal, he pushed back his chair and

stood, signaling Lara to stand by his side. Putting an arm about her, he bent and kissed the

top of her golden head. Then he said to Sirvat, “Have the women chosen husbands, Sister?” 

Sirvat turned to Lara. “Tel  my brother that they have indeed chosen. Alcippe wil  marry with the

scholar, Jencir. He was her choice, and both he and his family are wel  pleased with the match. 

Felda has chosen Noval, a wealthy farmer from her own vil age in the east fjord. It seems her

family had been considering him before you took her for yourself, Brother. Noval loves Felda, 

and is very happy to have her returned to him as a wife.” 

Lara smiled at this, and told the Dominus. Magnus Hauk nodded and smiled at Felda. “I am

glad you wil  be returning to a place familiar and happy for you, Felda. I thank you for your

loyalty and sweetness. The pleasures you gave me were good ones.” 

Felda blushed, and said to Lara, “Please tel  the Dominus I am grateful to have served him in

my own smal  and humble way.” 

Lara spoke Felda’s words to the Dominus and he nodded, pleased. Now al  eyes turned to

Uma. She was pale, but she stood proudly before them al . That she had slept little was

obvious. 

“Have you made your decision, Uma?” Sirvat asked. 

For a long minute Uma hesitated. Then she said, “Yes. I wil  chose Lord Dodek who is of my

caste. I know he seeks a wife to bear him sons, and I am my father’s only daughter in a family

of eight brothers. I believe I can please him, and he me.” 

“A most wise decision, Uma, and Lord Dodek’s reputation is a good one,” Sirvat said. “I am

happy you have final y made your choice.” 

“There was no choice!” Uma burst out. “Could I stay here after what I heard this morning? Even

I am not that foolish. No! Do not turn away! You al  heard it! He rutted with her like a raging bul . 

Never did he make love to any of us like that. She has bewitched him. Even I heard him cal

her ‘faerie witch.’ Look how he keeps his arm about her now in a public display of the banked

fires of his desire.” Uma began to weep. “I cannot leave this place soon enough,” she cried to

them, and then she ran from the chamber sobbing bitterly. 

Magnus Hauk looked to Lara, confused. 

“She has chosen Lord Dodek,” Lara said calmly. “The rest was nothing more than her anger at

having been forced into making her decision at last.” 

“Good!” he replied. “Tel  my sister I want a banquet prepared for tomorrow, and the

bridegrooms and their families here to partake of it. At its end these three wil  be united in

marriage with their chosen ones, and they wil  depart the castle. Have their dowers delivered

to their new homes before the ceremony.” 

“Yes, my lord Dominus,” Lara replied with a servile bow. 

He laughed. “You are my faerie witch,” he told her. 

“Do not presume to take ownership quite yet, Magnus,” Lara warned him. “Remember my

destiny must first be met.” 

“I am part of that destiny,” he told her in an assured tone. “And together we wil  do great things, 

Lara. But first you have a task to perform for the men of Terah.” Magnus Hauk then turned and

left the women’s quarters. 

Instantly Alcippe and Felda began to speak excitedly. 

“You had best see to your wedding garb,” Sirvat warned them, and they hurried off together stil

chattering. “I have no time for helping you today,” she told Lara. “If al  is to be in readiness by

tomorrow I must begin now.” 

“Do you need my help?” Lara asked her friend. 

“No,” Sirvat said. “It is al  busywork. I am used to it, and wil  do it more quickly alone. I must get

word to Lord Dodek. As Uma did not make her decision until this morning he is the only one of

the bridegrooms not presently in the castle. Fortunately his home is just several miles up this

fjord. He can be here by late day. And I have a banquet menu to choose, and invitations to

issue, and I must make certain the girls are packed and ready to go by the morrow.” 

“Do you mind then if I wander about myself?” Lara asked. 

“No. Go ahead. The sooner we can find the chamber the better for al  of us, but I cannot

imagine where it could be. There is no place in the castle I have not explored.” Rising from the

table, Sirvat hurried off. 

Lara spent her day poking into rooms and alcoves throughout the castle, but she found

nothing. She was very disappointed. The fol owing day Alcippe, Felda and Uma were married

shortly after sunrise in a ceremony presided over by one of the Brotherhood of the Great

Creator. A morning banquet, attended by the couples, their families, Lara, Sirvat and the

Dominus, fol owed the wedding. By the noon hour the new brides departed the castle. Their

dowers had been paid, and remarked upon for their generosity. The trunks containing their

possessions had been delivered to their new homes. Sirvat was directing the servants as they

cleared away the last traces of the celebration. The Dominus had disappeared down to the

docks for one of his vessels had come in from its latest voyage, and he wanted to oversee the

unloading himself. Lara sought out Dasras, and the two of them rode out into the afternoon air. 

They went in the opposite direction from the castle. The path was less steep, and led to a

sunny meadow overlooking the sea. Dasras gal oped joyful y across the grassy lea, slowing

final y to a sedate walk. When they reached the edge of the meadow Lara dismounted, and

together they strol ed along. 

“To think that across that water, Hetar and the Outlands lie,” Lara said. 

“It is a long way,” Dasras said. “The wings your mother gave me did not tire, but I know I did. I

actual y fel  asleep at one point, but the wings kept moving up and down of their own accord. 

Your mother said if I should ever have need of those wings again I have but to think of them, 

and they wil  sprout forth from my body. It was a bit unnerving to see them there, I must say.” 

“I shal  want you to use them again, Dasras, but not quite yet, and not to fly over the sea. I want

to explore Terah, and I think we can do it faster by using your wings than by traveling afoot,” 

Lara told him. 

“What do you contemplate?” Dasras asked her. 

“I am not yet ready to speak on it, old friend,” she told him. “First I must see if what I am

considering is possible. Then we shal  discuss it. And then I must convince the Dominus to do

something he wil  have never considered.” 

“It would appear that you have great plans in mind, Mistress,” the stal ion said. 

“I do,” Lara answered him. Then turning she flung her arms about his golden neck, burying her

face in his cream-colored mane. “Is it not the most beautiful day, Dasras? And is this land not

fair? I have never seen a place so green as Terah.” 

The horse chuckled. “I cannot disagree with either of your utterances, Mistress.” 

“Thank you for joining me, Dasras! I missed you,” Lara said. 

“And I, you, Mistress. Like you I am meant for great adventures. But the child you left me with

was not,” Dasras said. 

Lara laughed. “But I wil  wager my son thought otherwise.” 

“Aye, he did. And I would have remained as you had asked me to, but that your mother told me

of your need of me here in Terah. I was only too happy to come. I have actual y missed old

Verica, and even the beautiful and bloodthirsty Andraste,” he chuckled. 

“I must find the sorcerer’s lair,” Lara said. “I cannot accomplish what I need to accomplish until

the men of Terah can once again hear their women. No society can exist successful y unless

its inhabitants can hear one another, and exchange ideas, and thoughts. Do you realize that

for five centuries the men of Terah have not heard a woman’s voice saying ‘I love you’? Or

crying out in joy, or in childbirth? How tragic!” 

“But,” Dasras said mischievously, “they have also not heard a woman’s voice nagging at them, 

complaining or demanding things from them.” 

Lara swatted at the horse and he danced away from her, chuckling. “We had best get back to

the castle,” she said. “While Magnus knows I am capable of taking care of myself, he does

worry when I am gone.” She mounted Dasras again, and they turned back toward the castle. 

Riding through the meadow she was able to see the entire castle, now bathed in late

afternoon sunshine. It was a magnificent structure. 

And then something caught Lara’s eye. She stared hard at a northwest tower. There was a

smal  section of stones just slightly different in color than the others. Was it a trick of the light? 

She pul ed Dasras to a stop, and stared hard. But then the tower was gone. She was positive

she had seen it. The tower was suddenly there again. How had the tower disappeared one

moment and returned the next? No. It had to be the light. As they moved closer, again Lara

was certain that some of those stones were dissimilar from the others. The difference was no

bigger than a smal  window opening, and yet it was there. Dasras reemerged on the path

above the fjord, but Lara could not keep that northwest tower in her sight. It flickered in and out

of view until Lara was forced to abandon her inspection. She would come out again in the

morning, and see if she could see a variation in the stones. Stabling Dasras, she kissed him

on the muzzle and bade him good-night. 

When Lara reached the Women’s Quarters Sirvat had just finished up with her chores. “Did

you enjoy your ride?” she asked. 

Lara nodded. “Aye, I did. I rode through that meadow just above the beach,” she told the other

girl. “But you would not know it, having lived al  your life within these wal s. Ah, Sirvat, there is

so much beauty in Terah! I cannot wait until we may ride out together so I can show you what I

have seen.” 

“I am more than ready for an adventure,” Sirvat admitted. “And I want one before I marry

Corrado and have babies of my own. Of late I find I am more irritated by the dimensions of my

world. Wil  you teach me to ride?” 

“Gladly!” Lara said. “Sirvat, I may have found something while out riding.” 

“What?” the other girl asked. 

“It might have been the way the light was reflecting off of the stones,” Lara said, “but I am not

entirely certain. I must look again in the morning. There is a tiny section high in a northwest

tower where the stones appear to be a slightly different shade from the stones about it. It is no

bigger than a smal  window opening. But I could not seem to keep the tower itself in my sight. 

Have you been in that section of the castle?” 

“The northwest section of the castle was the first part to be built,” Sirvat replied. “It existed

even before Usi gained his dark powers. My ancestors lived there until the sorcerer

dispossessed them. Then he built the rest of the castle, which is why many credit him with the

whole structure. Members of my family have added a little bit to it over the centuries, and it

was they who created the terraced gardens. The northwest tower is a separate structure, not

even connected to the main buildings. No one resided there for many years — I always

assumed because it was colder, and the castle holds so many more hospitable places to nest. 

” 

“If Usi forced your family from their tower, it was probably there he lived while the rest of the

castle was being constructed,” Lara said thoughtful y. “It would have been several years in the

building — unless he used magic?” 

“No,” Sirvat said. “He used forced labor. Many families were torn apart as their men were

pressed into his service. The women had to create the goods we trade. That was when many

learned to be artisans, for Usi would tolerate no decline in our commerce with Hetar.” 

“Then the sorcerer must certainly have inhabited the northwest tower,” Lara said. “And if he

was like most men, he did not bother to move himself when the rest of the castle was finished. 

He probably had an official apartment in the newer section, but he would go to the tower to

take his pleasures with the women he stole. He would keep his workshop there, and most, 

except perhaps a trusted servant, would be forbidden entrance to the tower. I am certain that is

where we wil  find his book of spel s. Where did he die?” 

“I don’t know,” Sirvat said. “I don’t think I have ever heard anyone say that Usi died in any one

particular place.” 

“What happened to his body, and that of Geltruda?” 

“The story is that her brothers took the bodies to burn. Usi’s ashes were taken far out to sea

and cast overboard in a sealed clay jar weighted down with iron. Geltruda’s were scattered to

the four winds. It is said a flowering tree sprang up on the site where her pyre stood. It is long

gone now, of course,” Sirvat said. 

“Then ’tis the northwest tower where we wil  find what we seek,” Lara replied. “I am certain of it

now. We wil  go in the morning.” 

“Why not now?” Sirvat asked. 

“It is close to sunset,” Lara explained, “and I would not want to enter that tower in the darkness, 

haunted as it must be by the souls of those Usi tortured. No. We wil  go tomorrow in the bright

sunlight.” 

“We must tel  my brother,” Sirvat said. 

Lara nodded. “Aye. Magnus should know.” 

“Wil  you be able to reverse Usi’s spel , Lara?” 

“I hope so,” Lara said. “I must seek my chamber now, and consider on it.” She left the day

room as Sirvat reached for her writing box to communicate with her brother. 

Closing the door of her bedchamber Lara sat down on the bed, and reached for her crystal. 

 Ethne? Are you yet with me? 

 I am here. 

 You know all, Ethne. What am I to do? 

 You have wisely chosen to enter the tower in the daylight,  Ethne said. 

 It will be a place of darkness nonetheless, and the evil that took place there will have

 permeated the very walls,  Lara replied.  Today when I first saw the tower it disappeared, and

 then reappeared. Or were my eyes fooling me? Even from a distance I could feel the

 menace. The Sorcerer may be dead, but I fear his shade is yet strong, and his magic while

 diminished is still potent. 

 Your instincts do not fail you, daughter of the queen. Usi’s body is ashes, but his spirit yet

 has power. It is that power you must totally destroy in order to lift his influence from Terah

 forever. When you have reached the tower room,  Ethne advised,  smash out the bricks that

 fill the window, and allow the light in to protect you, my child. 

 How?  Lara asked her. 

 With your magic, of course,  Ethne responded with a smal  chuckle.  You have but to

 command the barrier between the light and dark to evaporate, and for you it will. You do not

 use your magic enough, Lara,  Ethne scolded.  It is your greatest gift. 

 I wish I could speak with my mother,  Lara said. 

 Your mother’s magic does not extend to Terah, but there is one who can aid you. The

 Shadow Princes are the greatest powers in all of this world, though they hide it to preserve

 their way of life. They are strong enough to counsel you in your dreams if you ask them. 

 I must call on Kaliq then,  Lara resolved. 

 A wise decision,  Ethne agreed.  Mix a small bit of sleeping draught with some wine before

 you sleep. Otherwise you may be too anxious to slumber deeply. 

 If I can remove the sorcerer’s curse on Terah, what will   happen then?  Lara wondered.  I do

 not wish to destroy their way of life. 

 You will know that when you reach the proper time,  the crystal spirit murmured. 

 Riddles again,  Lara laughed.  I suppose I should be used to it by now. 

The flame in the crystal flickered, and then faded to just a pinpoint of light. Lara released the

crystal, which settled between her breasts above her heart, as it always did. 

Sirvat was knocking upon the chamber door. “My brother is here.” 

“I wil  come,” Lara replied, and arose immediately from the bed. 

In the day room the Dominus waited. “Sirvat has told me of your discovery,” he said. “We wil

go in the morning.” 

“Nay, Magnus, you must not go. I wil  go, for I am protected from the evil that the tower wil

surely stil  contain. No mortal must be tainted by it,” Lara told him. 

“I am the Dominus. I do not fear the shades of the past,” he replied. 

“Then you are a fool, for I do. And you should. I wil  enter the tower quickly, closing the door

behind me to keep the evil penned up al  these years within it. Please trust me, Magnus. This

is not about your position or your bravery,” Lara said. 

“Tel  my brother I beg him to heed your advice!” Sirvat said. 

“Your sister agrees with me. She fears for your safety, Magnus,” Lara added. 

“I fear for yours,” he told her. 

“You need not, for I am protected,” Lara assured him. “And tonight in the dream world I wil  ask

the Shadow Prince Kaliq to aid me in this endeavor.” 

“I do not want another man in my bed,” the Dominus said. 

“But I wil  not be in your bed, Magnus,” Lara replied, “and so you do not have to worry. I must

sleep alone with no distractions.” 

“You think me a distraction?” he said, a smal  grin touching his lips. 

“Yes,” she told him. “You are a very great distraction to my concentration.” Their eyes met, and

she blushed even while she smiled at him. 

“Now that I have my women wed and gone, I must consider finding a husband for Sirvat. You

wil  want no other woman of rank in the castle when we marry,” he said. 

“Sirvat has chosen the man she desires, and I am not marrying you,” Lara responded. 

“Yes, you are,” he said calmly. Then, “How is it that my sister has chosen a man she wishes to

wed, and yet I know not who he is?” 

“Must you tel  him?” Sirvat cried, distressed. “What if he disapproves?” 

“Sirvat fears you wil  not approve her choice, but I know you wil ,” Lara told the Dominus. “It is

Corrado.” 

Magnus Hauk turned to his sister. “I approve your choice, little sister. He is a good man, and

our blood kin. When this matter is settled I wil  approach him. There is no other in his life, for

his duties have kept him from al  but casual women.” 

Delighted, Sirvat threw her arms about her brother and kissed him on both cheeks. 

“I believe she is thanking you, Magnus,” Lara said dryly. 

He laughed. “I believe she is,” he agreed. “Go to bed now, Sirvat. I would speak with Lara

privily.” 

Sirvat released her hold on her brother and ran from the room. 

“Come and sit with me,” he said, and took her two hands in his as they sat. “I do not like the

idea of you being with another man. This Shadow Prince, was he your lover?” 

“Yes,” she answered him honestly. “Once Kaliq and I were lovers. It is he who taught me to give

and receive pleasures, for the Forest Lords surely did not. Since you are the recipient of his

teaching, my lord Dominus, you should be grateful to him,” she teased him gently. “I owe much

to Kaliq, Magnus, but you need not fear him. He is my mentor, nothing more, and he knows

that. I need his counsel. I do not believe I can do what needs to be done without it. But if you

prefer that the men of Terah continue on as you have been these five centuries past, Magnus, I

wil  cease my efforts on your behalf.” 

“And when this is over you wil  become my wife,” he said stubbornly. 

“I have no desire to marry again,” she said. “And my children reside in the Outlands, Magnus.” 

“We wil  bring them here,” he said. 

“They are Fiacre, and my son may one day lead his people. I cannot take them from what is

their destiny,” Lara said. 

“Then I wil  give you other children,” he insisted. 

“That choice is not yours to make, Magnus. You wel  know that faerie women only give children

to those they love,” Lara said. 

“You speak of your destiny, yet you are here in Terah. What if this is your destiny, Lara? I wil

not push you into marriage, but eventual y you  will marry me. I am your destiny. Terah is your

destiny. Once we can hear the voices of our women again, who knows what we may

accomplish? When this is finished, I want you to consider my words.” 

“I wil ,” she said. “I promise you I wil .” She leaned over and kissed him softly. “Good night, 

Magnus.” Then rising from the pil ows, she left him. But she was already considering his

words. What if it had al  been leading to Terah? What if her destiny was to come here, and lift

the curse from the men of Terah? Was it not a good destiny to do such a thing, and have the

gratitude of a people for the rest of your life? Where could she go from here? Back to Hetar? 

To what? She had not lied when she said her children belonged to the Fiacre. They did. They

had never been hers. They had been Vartan’s. Entering her chamber she mixed the sleeping

potion she had brewed earlier into a cup of wine, and drank it. Then she lay down in her lonely

bed to sleep. And to dream. 
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SHE WAS SURROUNDED at first by a soft silver-and-mauve haze. The ground beneath her bare

feet was solid. Lara sensed something near her, but it was not Kaliq. Then she saw a wraith of

dark smoke before her, and froze. 

“You wil  not defeat me, faerie woman,” a malevolent voice snarled. 

“Who are you?” Lara asked the dark umbra. 

“You know who I am, faerie woman.” 

“If you are Usi who cursed the Terahn men, I wil  do my best to subdue you!” Lara cried, but her

heart was hammering fiercely in her chest. “I am Lara, daughter of Swiftsword and Queen Ilona

of the Forest Faeries.” Her throat ached as she forced the defiant words from them. 

“I wil  conquer you, faerie woman, and you wil  do my bidding,” Usi’s voice whispered. “Under

my guidance your magic can restore me to life. If you do, I wil  reward you as you have never

been rewarded. You wil  know the secret of life, and pleasure such as no mortal man can offer

you. That knowledge alone can make you the most powerful woman in the world of Hetar. Even

Gaius Prospero wil  be in fear of you. Does that not appeal to you, faerie woman? Does not

the idea of destroying Gaius Prospero tempt you, Lara, daughter of Queen Ilona and

Swiftsword of Hetar?” 

“You have no powers left,” Lara mocked him, feeling the courage seeping back into her veins. 

“You are naught but a specter, Usi, who can live only in the dream world. Be gone from me!” 

She raised a single hand, pointing at the shade, and to her surprise a smal  flash of lightning

sprang forth from her finger. The bolt exploded with a roar as it touched the darkness. 

With a horrific shriek Usi disappeared from the dream plane, his mumbled curses ringing in

her ears as he fled. 

“Very nicely done, Lara,” she heard Kaliq say, and then she sensed him by her side, but she

could not see him. 

“I was afraid at first,” she admitted. “He startled me, and the evil emanating from him was quite

terrifying. Now show yourself to me, you wretched Shadow Prince!” 

He laughed, and as he did he materialized before her eyes. “Greetings, my love. You are as

beautiful as ever. What think you of Terah?” 

“It’s beautiful, and I have never seen a land so green. What lies beyond it?” 

“On its far side is another great salt sea,” he told her. 

“And on the other side of that sea?” she wanted to know. 

“Our desert,” he said with a smal  smile. 

“The land of the Shadow Princes?” Lara was astounded. “How is that possible? I had heard of

the Sea of Sagitta that lay between Hetar and Terah, but never another sea between Terah

and your desert.” 

“You know the Hetarians, Lara. They know what they know, and seek to know no more than

that. The Taubyl Traders crossing our desert never travel near that sea, which is cal ed the

Obscura. And the Terahns never venture beyond their vil ages and their fjords. They sail only

into the middle of Sagitta, and no farther.” 

“There is a great deal of empty land here, isn’t there, Kaliq?” Lara questioned. 

He smiled. “Aye. Far more than the peoples of these two worlds could inhabit, my love. You

are considering a scheme of great proportions, aren’t you?” 

“Not yet, Kaliq. First I need to find the sorcerer’s book of spel s. But to do so I must enter his

apartments in the northwest tower of the Dominus’s castle. It was obviously sealed after he

was kil ed,” Lara told the Shadow Prince. “Here on the dream plane his aura was dark but

weak. Wil  it not be darker and stronger in the place he once inhabited? I need your help and

your protection if I am to succeed, Kaliq.” 

The prince nodded. “Aye, you wil  need my aid.” 

“His private place was at the top of the tower, but the window in that chamber has been sealed

shut. It must be opened quickly to al ow the light in,” Lara said. “Then I must search the room

for the book of spel s, and take it from the tower to study it. When I have found the spel  Usi

used to stop up the ears of the Terahn men, then I must work a spel  that wil  reverse the curse

that they may hear again,” Lara explained. 

“What says your Dominus regarding the situation?” Kaliq asked. 

“He is not  my Dominus,” she replied. 

Kaliq laughed knowingly. “Perhaps you are not ready to accept him as such, but he is. Is he not

a satisfactory lover, Lara?” 

“He is a most excel ent lover,” she admitted blushing, “but I do not want another husband, 

Kaliq. Remember my destiny.” 

“Why did you come to Terah?” he asked her. 

“Because it was meant that I come,” she answered without hesitation. 

“Why?” he persisted. 

“Obviously I was meant to help the Terahns, Kaliq,” Lara replied. 

“Help them what?” he demanded. 

“Be freed from Usi’s curse. When both men and women here could communicate the Terahns

did great things. But since the men have been unable to hear their women they have remained

stuck in place. By reversing the spel  Usi placed upon them I wil  be able to free them,” she

concluded. 

“And then what?” Kaliq asked her. “Wil  you return to Hetar, to the Outlands? Perhaps to my

palace of Shunnar?” 

“No,” Lara said slowly, “I do not believe Hetar wil  ever again be my home.” 

“So you wil  remain here in Terah. Doing what? As what? The Dominus’s lover, and the Wise

Woman of this land?” Kaliq said. 

“I do not know,” Lara admitted. “But please do not insult me by tel ing me that my destiny is as

wife to the Dominus and mother to his children, Kaliq.” 

“Why should becoming his wife mean an end to your destiny?” Kaliq asked her. 

“This man is not easy as was Vartan,” Lara told him. “When the cal  comes, I shal  not be able

to leave him as I did my lord of the Fiacre.” 

Kaliq chuckled. “So,” he said, almost gloating, “you have met your match, Lara.” 

“He is a man, nothing more,” Lara insisted. “Wel ,” she amended, “perhaps more stubborn and

set in his ways than others I have encountered.” 

Kaliq roared with laugher. Then he grew more sober. “We cannot have you going astray, Lara, 

and so I wil  tel  you this much. Your destiny wil  play itself out from Terah. And the Dominus wil

not stand in your way even if you are his wife. And as his wife, you wil  gain the power you need

to do what you must.” 

“He wil  want an heir right away,” Lara said. 

“Not if you tel  him the price of marrying you is to wait, but eventual y guarantee him the son he

desires of you,” Kaliq replied. “He wil  agree, my love, for he recognizes in you the Domina he

must have, that he needs. And he loves you, Lara.” 

She sighed. “But first things first, Kaliq. I need to get in and out of that tower safely. Usi’s ghost

wil  be there lying in wait for me, you may be sure.” 

“But I wil  be there too, guiding you,” Kaliq promised. “Do not, however, al ow the Dominus to

enter the tower with you. He is too human, and could be harmed — or worse, Usi might try to

inhabit him in order to regain a body.” 

“I wil  warn him,” Lara promised. “And so our visit is done, Kaliq.” 

“Stay a while with me, and I wil  tel  you what is happening in Hetar,” he tempted her, and Lara

succumbed without protest to his invitation. 

“How are my children?” she asked him. 

Reaching into his white robes the Shadow Prince brought forth a crystal sphere and invited

Lara to peer into it. 

There was Dil on. He had surely grown tal er, Lara thought. And there was Noss, chasing after

a laughing girl with tumbling dark mahogany curls who toddled away from Lara’s former

companion as fast as her little legs would carry her.  Anoush!  Lara felt her heart contract at the

sight of her daughter. It had been easier to leave her son, for Dil on was old enough to know

who she was. “Put your crystal away,” Lara said with a sigh. “I have seen what I needed to see. 

My children are wel  and safe.” 

“The loss of your daughter pains you most,” Kaliq said quietly. 

Lara nodded. “I have already missed so much of Anoush,” she whispered. Then she asked, 

“Wil  the Outlands remain safe, Kaliq?” 

He shook his head. “Even our powers cannot hold off the invasion much longer, Lara. Gaius

Prospero has been elected emperor of Hetar. He has made many promises that he must

keep, or lose his power and his place. Perhaps even his life. He wil  do whatever he needs to

do to survive, my love.” 

“I have a plan,” she began. 

“I know,” he said. “And you must execute it as soon as you can.” 

“I am not sure I can convince Magnus,” Lara told him. 

“You must!” the Shadow Prince said forceful y. “Make it a condition of your marriage to him, 

Lara. It is for our world.” 

“Do you stil  love me, Kaliq?” she asked him cruel y. 

“I wil  always love you, Lara,” he replied sadly. “But I am not your destiny.” 

“Is Magnus Hauk?” she countered. 

“For now, aye!” he told her. “You know I speak the truth. You bloom within his arms. You flourish

with his love for you.” 

“How can you know it?” she demanded of him. 

“I know everything there is to know about you, Lara. Am I not your mentor and your friend? Did

not my brothers and I teach you to know when to trust?” 

Lara laughed softly at the remembrance of a single night long ago. “Aye, you taught me wel ,” 

she said. 

“Then unlock your faerie heart, my love, and give it to Magnus Hauk,” he told her with a smal

smile. “You know I am right.” 

“He says he wil  tame me,” Lara murmured. 

“Rather you wil  tame each other,” Kaliq said quietly. “Magnus Hauk is a mortal upon whom you

may rely, Lara. His heart is good, and he has strong principles. You wil  find you are much

alike.” He took her in his arms, and kissed her brow. “I wil  be with you when you enter the

tower, Lara,” he said to her, and she suddenly found herself slipping from the dream world into

a deep sleep. How typical of her Shadow Prince, she thought. He would not say goodbye. 

WHEN LARA AWOKE  it was a startlingly beautiful day, and she felt more rested than she had in

weeks. Slipping from her bed she looked out her window, and watched the sunrise staining

the morning skies in a plethora of vibrant colors. The air was warm, and fragrant with the scent

of roses. She breathed it in deeply, and realized that she felt strong.  Thank you, Kaliq,  she

said silently. Then going to the bath in the Women’s Quarters she bathed slowly and careful y, 

washing her long golden hair as wel . She was drying it in the bath courtyard when Sirvat

joined her. 

“Did you dream wel ?” 

“I did, and today I wil  enter Usi’s tower,” Lara told her. 

“Wil  you let Magnus go with you? He wants to, you know,” Sirvat said. 

“He must not, cannot come with me,” Lara told the Dominus’s sister. “Kaliq has warned me

that Usi could attempt to steal Magnus’s body in an attempt to reincarnate himself.” 

“Could he not steal your body?” Sirvat worried. 

“Nay. I am wel  protected — not simply by my heritage, but because Kaliq wil  be there. 

Besides, Usi would not want to be a woman, I am quite certain.” She did not tel  Sirvat of her

encounter with the sorcerer’s shade in the dream world. There was no need to frighten her

friend. She arose. “I must dress, and then see your brother.” 

“You wil  need food for strength,” Sirvat fretted. 

“I wil  eat when I have completed my task,” Lara told Sirvat. Then she hurried back to her own

chamber. She dressed herself in her leather warrior’s garb, strapping Andraste upon her

back, pul ing on her boots. 

“Am I not to come, too?” Verica demanded in a testy voice. 

“No male or male spirit shal  enter the tower,” Lara told him. “I met the sorcerer’s specter last

night on the dream plane. I fear he might attempt to reincarnate in a male spirit, so you must

remain where you are safe, Verica. Andraste is female, and I may need her protection.” 

“Be cautious, Mistress,” the staff warned her. “This is a very evil spirit.” 

“I wil  be,” Lara promised, as she left her chamber and hurried to the Dominus’s apartments. 

Magnus Hauk looked her over careful y. “You are garbed for battle, Lara,” he said quietly. “You

know I would go with you.” 

“You must not,” Lara said sternly. 

“I know. Your Shadow Prince came to me while I slept, and warned me himself. He said he did

not want you wasting your energies in argument with me,” the Dominus chuckled. 

Lara laughed. “He is very protective of me,” she answered. 

“Should I be jealous?” Magnus asked her. 

“Nay. You have no cause, my lord Dominus.” Her hand rested a moment upon his arm. “Let me

do this thing, and then we wil  speak on matters closer to us both. This I promise you, Magnus.” 

She moved away from him as he reached for her. “You must not kiss me, for your kisses have

the oddest effect upon me. They weaken me, and nothing must sap my strength this day, my

lord Dominus.” 

“How unlike you to admit to a weakness,” he said with a teasing smile. 

“I must go,” Lara said, and hurried from his apartments. Just being with him was beginning to

drain her. She walked slowly through the gardens overlooking the fjord, the sky reflecting its

color into the waters. She took slow deep breaths as she moved. Perhaps Kaliq was right and

Magnus was a part of her destiny. She was going to need his cooperation if her unspoken

plan was to succeed. And when she reached her destiny would it reveal itself to her? Or must

she continue to bumble along, fol owing the voice within and always wondering if she was

doing the right thing? 

 You will know it,  she heard Ethne’s voice reassuring her. 

Lara felt the strength pouring back into her body. Ahead of her, the northwest tower of Usi

loomed dark and threatening. Even on this glorious day there was something sinister about it. 

She shivered but walked onward, noticing that the closer she got to the tower the more bleak

the ground beneath her feet was. There was no green here, she realized, only rock and dirt. 

Reaching the smal  door that opened into the tower Lara stopped, realizing she had no key. 

“Use your magic,” Kaliq’s voice instructed her. He was not visible to her. 

“Open portal,” Lara said to the door. The smal  door creaked open with difficulty. 

LARA AWOKE , and it was a startlingly beautiful day. Slipping from her bed she looked out her

window, and watched the sunrise staining the morning skies in a plethora of vibrant colors. 

The air was warm and fragrant with the scent of roses — Wait! Had not this al  happened

before? Then she realized that the dark magic of Usi the sorcerer was attempting to keep her

from entering his tower. “Repel, spel !” she cried and was once more before the smal  door, 

the sound of its creaking stil  in her ears. 

It had not been opened in nearly five hundred years. She ducked as a smal  black flying

creature flew out of the tower, and almost shrieked as several rats scampered past her, one

over her very feet. Then drawing a deep breath, Lara stepped into the tower, walking toward

the stone stairs just beyond the open door — which now shut itself with a loud bang. The

sound of dark laughter sent a ripple down her spine, but she realized that she was not afraid. 

“You are clever, Lara. I had thought to hold you off longer,” his voice said to her out of the

darkness. Yet he had no form that she could discern, a fact that was very unnerving. 

Ignoring him, she let her eyes adjust to the tower’s darkness. To acknowledge him would only

rob her of her strength, and she needed al  of her strength for what lay ahead. “Torch!” she

said, and a smal  torch appeared in her hand, casting a weak glow into the gloom. To her left

was a door. “Portal open,” Lara commanded. The door creaked open to reveal a flight of

stairs that obviously led to a dungeon. The air was fetid and damp, and a despairing moaning

issued from deep below. She quickly chanted, “Portal close!” More ghosts than Usi’s lived

here. 

She turned back and mounted the winding staircase. The stone steps beneath her boots were

worn, and now and again her foot slipped on some slick substance beneath it. She dared not

lower her light to see what it was. She would not permit Usi to distract her from her purpose, 

which was his complete and utter destruction. Now the tower was so silent she could hear her

own heart beating loudly in her ears. Her legs felt suddenly heavy. She could hardly lift her feet

one after the other. Lara gained the first landing, where she saw a smal  door to her right. 

Curious, she opened it, and gasped with shock. The wal  before her was hung with the bones

of Usi’s victims. Long hair in various hues — browns, blondes, reds and black — stil  clung to

the skul s. Suddenly the skeletons began to dance jerkily, their bones rattling together. 

Tears sprang into her eyes and she slammed the door shut. It was then she heard the crack of

a whip. The piteous screams of a woman being brutal y beaten fil ed the air, accompanied by

the maniacal laughter of the sorcerer. Lara watched, fascinated yet horrified, as from beneath

the closed door a rivulet of blood began to flow out onto the landing. She quickly turned away, 

and began to climb the second flight of steps up the tower but the screams fol owed her as

she struggled upward. 

 Good,  she heard Kaliq’s voice say.  Keep moving, Lara. When you give any thought to what

 happened in this accursed place, you give it momentary life again. Concentrate only on

 getting to the chamber at the top of this tower! The soul you now hear in torment long ago

 went to her Creator. 

Lara swal owed hard, and forced her legs to move upward. Unexpectedly a tremendous wind

began to blow down from the heights of the tower. She fel  onto the stone stairs, striving to get

up. Her torch flickered dangerously. Suddenly angry, Lara forced herself to her feet, and

tucking her head into her chest she fought her way back up the staircase. One step. Then

another. One step at a time. But always forward, for she was now more determined than ever

to reach the sorcerer’s chamber. Just three more steps. One. Two. A shriek of rage almost

sent her tumbling back again, but Lara pushed herself up the final step, crying as she did, 

“Portal open!” 

The door opened slowly, slowly. The ferocious wind had now disappeared, but as she stepped

into the chamber Lara could feel the sorcerer’s evil presence. It would remain to harm her

unless she could bring light into the room. “Kaliq, help me!” she cal ed. 

“He cannot help you, Lara. I am master here, and you wil  soon be in my power, my beautiful

faerie woman,” Usi murmured, the sound so close she felt the moist heat of his breath in her

ear. “Yield to me,” the voice caressed her seductively. “Yield, and together we wil  control our

worlds, and know the pleasures denied mortals.” 

His words weakened her. She could almost feel his hands on her, touching her breasts, her

face, her pure golden hair. The darkness swirled about her, beckoning her into its deepest

heart. Her strength was beginning to drain away now. She could feel herself surrendering in

spite of herself. Lara gasped for breath, for it seemed as if al  the air in the room was being

sucked away. One breath. The second deeper, the third deeper yet, and her head began to

clear. Power began flowing back into her body. “No!” she cried. “You wil  not defeat me. I wil

defeat you! Where once light flowed let it flow again!” she cried loudly, pointing to the place

where the tower window should be. 

She heard the crack of brick against stone. “Welcome light! Welcome warmth! Cleanse this

chamber with your goodness,” Lara said opening her arms wide. “Banish evil in whatever form

it may take!” A faint ray of sunshine crept slowly across the stone floor from a large crack in the

wal  before her. “Window open!” Lara cried with a loud voice, and the mortar and bricks that

wal  before her. “Window open!” Lara cried with a loud voice, and the mortar and bricks that

had blocked the tower window suddenly exploded, fal ing into the room as the golden sunlight

poured into the dark space as it had not been done for centuries. 

“Arrgh!” 

Lara whirled to see the smoky shade of Usi writhing as the warm light began to devour him. 

Briefly she saw him as he had once been — tal , young and very handsome, his dark eyes

compel ing, his very beauty belying his cruel and wicked character. 

“Faerie woman!” he gasped. “Save me!” Beautiful hands with long elegant fingers reached out

toward her as Lara backed away from him. “Help me!” 

“Begone, and never again return to this realm or any other!” Lara cried, pointing, and the

lightning from her hand cracked, destroying the sorcerer forever. 

“Wel  done!” Kaliq said appearing beside her. “You have banished him.” 

“My faerie powers grow stronger,” Lara marveled. 

“Only because you use them for good,” Kaliq told her. 

“I am so tired,” Lara said, slumping against him for a moment. 

“I know,” he told her. “It was a difficult climb, my love, but you must find the sorcerer’s book of

spel s before you give in to exhaustion.” 

“And then this tower must be destroyed,” Lara replied, straightening. “It is the only way the

spirits of those imprisoned and tortured here wil  be free again. I wil  plant a garden here in

their memory,” she told him. 

“The book,” he repeated. 

“Help me look,” she said, and together they began to search. The book of spel s was final y

discovered in the rear of a high shelf. There was no other book at al  in the chamber. Only

vials, and jars of herbs, and seeds, and various animal parts. Lara opened the volume and

began going through the pages. 

“Yes, this is his book of spel s,” she confirmed. 

“Is the hex he used on the Terahn men there?” Kaliq asked. 

Lara continued to thumb through the book. Then she began to chuckle. “I have found it,” she

said. She pointed to a page. 

Kaliq looked down, and silently read the words.  Ears that heed a woman’s call, shall close

 and hear her not at all.  The Shadow Prince began to laugh. “It is very simple,” he said. 

“Clever, and ridiculously simple.” 

“But it has been very effective for over five hundred years,” Lara reminded him. 

“And the reverse of the curse would be?” he asked her. 

“Let us leave the tower and try my spel  on Magnus, to see if he can hear his sister,” Lara

suggested. She picked up the book and gave it to him. “I promised the High Priest that it

would be destroyed. When I am certain my spel  works, wil  you burn it?” 

He shook his head. “No. You and the Dominus must do the deed. I wil , however, take the

ashes, and dispose of them in several places so that the book may never be mended and

used again.” 

Together they descended the three flights of stairs to the bottom of the tower. There they

discovered that the door which had closed behind Lara was now wide-open. Retracing Lara’s

steps they returned to the apartments of the Dominus where Magnus Hauk awaited Lara. He

was pale with obvious worry, but Lara made no mention of it. 

“I believe I can remove the curse,” she said. “Let us find your sister, and see if I am right,” Lara

said to him. 

The Dominus sent a servant to fetch Sirvat, who came on a run. She looked anxiously at her

brother, and then at Lara. Her eyes widened with admiration as she saw the Shadow Prince. 

Kaliq saw her regard and favored the girl with a smile. She was a pretty creature. 

“I believe I can reverse the curse,” Lara told Sirvat. “I need you here. When I have spoken the

words I want you to speak to Magnus.” 

Sirvat nodded. 

“Ears that once heeded woman’s cal , shal  open again and hear them al ,” Lara said, quietly

but firmly. 

For a moment afterwards no one said a thing, and then Sirvat ventured, “Magnus, Brother, do

you hear me?” 

“You have a voice like tinkling bel s, little sister,” the Dominus replied, and Sirvat burst into

tears of happiness, flinging herself into his arms. “You can hear me!” she sobbed. “Oh al

praise to the Great Creator, you can hear me!” 

Magnus Hauk’s face was wreathed in smiles. His eyes met Lara’s. “Thank you.” 

“It worked upon you. Now I must make it work on al  your realm, my lord Dominus.” She turned

to the Shadow Prince. “How? I cannot go from vil age to vil age, Kaliq. There has to be an

easy way to do this.” 

“Gather al  the men here in the castle, and see if you can undo the spel  for them,” the Dominus

said, and Kaliq nodded in agreement. 

When every man in the castle from the highest to the lowest had been brought together in the

Great Hal  the Dominus spoke to them. 

“The faerie woman, Lara of Hetar, daughter of Swiftsword and Ilona, queen of the Forest

Faeries, has bravely gone into the tower once inhabited by Usi the Sorcerer to retrieve his

book of spel s. Finding it, she has reversed the curse that was laid upon us five centuries ago. 

We believed our women could not speak al  these years, but it was our ears that had been

stopped from hearing them. Lara has spoken her spel  to me, and I now hear my sister, and

the women servants in my house. Now we wil  see if she can reverse the plague that has

affected the men of Terah for over five hundred years. Be silent for her words!” 

Looking down upon the men in the hal  Lara could see the questions, and the disbelief, in their

eyes. Drawing a breath she intoned loudly, “Ears that once heeded woman’s cal , shal  open

again and hear them al !” 

The room remained silent, and then Sirvat said, “Good men of Terah, has your hearing been

restored once more?” 

There was a col ective gasp, and then the men began to babble excitedly, crying that they

could hear the voice of the lady Sirvat. 

“It stil  isn’t good enough,” Lara grumbled. “What of the rest of Terah? Even if I went from vil age

to vil age it would take me forever to reverse the hex on al  the men of Terah. Kaliq, what say

you?” 

“Dasras has the ability to fly when he chooses. He can take two upon his back. If you and

Magnus traveled from fjord to fjord it would take you only a week or two to visit each vil age. 

Any not there when you came could come to the castle later. But most of the men of Terah

would be able to hear again in a relatively short time,” Sirvat said. 

“And we must go to the temple as wel ,” Lara said. 

“We wil  go to the temple last,” Magnus Hauk said. “My uncle may be forward thinking, but

many of his priests stil  adhere to Aslak’s belief that al  magic is wicked. Let us prove them

wrong first, and then release them from the curse last.” 

“He is very wise for a mortal,” Kaliq noted softly to Lara. Then he said, “My lord Dominus, I am

no longer needed here. But there is one gift I wil  give you before I depart. The northwest tower

must be destroyed quickly. While Lara has banished the specter of Usi forever, the tower

remains haunted by the souls tortured there. They cannot be freed until the tower is gone. With

your permission, I wil  commence my own magic now.” 

“I would be grateful if you would,” Magnus Hauk said. 

“I would make a garden there eventual y,” Lara told the Dominus. 

“How wil  you destroy the tower?” the Dominus wanted to know. 

“We princes of the shadows have the ability to manipulate the weather. Even now, outside your

hal  a storm is gathering. When the storm has passed the tower wil  be no more. Let the

ground there rest free of its evil burden for a year, and then Lara may plant her garden.” He

turned to face Lara. “Burn the book now, and I wil  take the ashes with me to dispose of as we

discussed.” 

She nodded, spoke a few words, and a large covered jar appeared on the hal ’s high board. 

Placing the sorcerer’s book of spel s within the jar Lara covered it. She put her hand on the jar. 

“Book burn. Never return.” she said quietly. The jar glowed deep red with an unnatural heat, but

after a few minutes the color faded away. “It is done now,” Lara said, and she handed the jar to

Kaliq. 

The men in the hal  were beginning to disperse back to their tasks. Outside they heard the

strong rumble of thunder, and the fierce cracking of lightning. 

“I wil  leave you now, Magnus Hauk, lord Dominus of Terah. Treat her wel , for I love her dearly,” 

Kaliq said, and he turned to Lara. “Until we meet again, my love, farewel !” Then, the jar in his

hands, he evaporated in a cloud of shadows, and was gone. 

“I know I should be jealous of him,” Magnus muttered. 

“Nay, I said not,” Lara reminded him, slipping her hand into his. 

“I want to see Usi’s tower destroyed,” Sirvat said excitedly. “There is a spot in your apartments

where we may watch the destruction. Come!” 

“I see I have much to learn about you, little sister,” Magnus said. “You are quite a bloodthirsty

creature, aren’t you?” he chuckled. But, Lara’s hand in his, he fol owed after Sirvat who led

them up a flight of stairs to a large tower room. 

The chamber had two windows close together, and peering out of them they saw that the

beautiful morning had degenerated into roiling clouds, heavy thunder and wild lightning that

seemed to concentrate itself about the northwest tower. Torrents of rain poured down, 

obscuring everything beyond the windows but for Usi’s tower, which seemed to stand out

bathed in a strange light. The lightning grew fiercer, crackling and glowing with an odd

greenish tint. And then suddenly it began to strike out at the structure, which crumbled and

disintegrated, col apsing slowly before their eyes. A great wind came up, blowing so hard it

actual y shook the castle. Then, as suddenly as it had come, the storm vanished and the

beautiful summer’s day was restored to them. Where the tower of Usi had stood, nothing

remained, not a brick, or a stone, or even a shard of mortar. The ground lay barren before

them. 

“I should rather have your mentor, Kaliq, as a friend than an enemy,” Magnus remarked dryly as

he looked out upon where the earliest portion of his castle had once stood. “He has done a

most thorough job of it, hasn’t he?” 

“I thought he was very handsome,” Sirvat said with a sigh. 

“Oh,” her brother remarked mischievously, “the vessel docked below is Corrado’s. Shal  we

have Lara unstop his ears, little sister, so you may tel  him of your deep devotion to him?” And

Magnus chuckled wickedly. 

“Of course I want him to be able to hear me!” Sirvat cried, “but Magnus, if you dare say

anything to him…” 

“You mean you don’t want me to propose a match between our two families, little sister?” 

“Magnus!” Sirvat’s pretty voice now bore a decidedly aggravated tone. 

Lara laughed. “Being able to hear each other has changed your relationship, I fear,” she said. 

“Sirvat, he is a great teaser. Do not al ow yourself to be taunted. Magnus, tel  her you wil

speak properly to Corrado about a marriage between them.” 

He chuckled. “I see now that women stick together. Sister, I wil  not embarrass you. And I wil

suggest to Corrado that you would make him a fine wife. But first Lara must unstop his ears so

he may hear your pretty voice.” 

A woman servant now came to tel  her master that the captain in question was waiting in his

day room. Magnus noted with interest that not al  women’s voices were the same. “Come with

me,” he said to them, and they descended from the tower into the Dominus’s apartments

where Captain Corrado awaited them. There Magnus Hauk told his friend what had transpired

since he had last departed on his voyage. 

Corrado looked to Lara. “You can lift the curse? Then do so, lady, I beg you!” 

Lara spoke her spel . 

“Corrado,” Sirvat said as soon as the words had died within the room, “I love you, and I want

you for my husband.” 

Lara began to giggle. The look of total and utter surprise upon the faces of the two men was

one she would not soon forget. 

Final y Corrado spoke. “We need your brother’s permission,” he said weakly. 

“If it pleases you as much as it does my sister, Corrado, then you have it,” Magnus Hauk

spoke. He looked to Sirvat. “I thought you wanted me to speak to him?” 

“I did,” Sirvat told her brother, “but then I thought the first words Corrado ever heard from me

should be memorable ones.” 

“Wil  you always be this unpredictable?” the captain wanted to know. 

“Are you going to wed me or not?” Sirvat countered. 

He grinned at her. “I must think on it,” he said. 

“Think quickly, Captain, for I am not a patient woman. Be warned, however, that if you refuse

me I shal  of course be forced to kil  you,” Sirvat told him sweetly. 

Magnus Hauk continued to look thunderstruck, and Lara was barely control ing her laughter. 

“Then I must accept your proposal, lady,” he said. “But first let us see how wel  you kiss.” He

yanked her into his arms, and kissed Sirvat soundly. “Yes,” Corrado said. “You wil  do very

nicely, little one.” 

“You have loved her al  along,” Lara accused him. 

The captain gave her a wink, but neither denied nor confirmed her words. Then he said to the

Dominus, “You know I have no family other than my old father and brother, so this matter is

between us alone. Where would you have us live?” 

“I have already chosen apartments in the southeast section of the castle,” Sirvat said. “One

day we may have our own home, but for now I find it convenient to remain in my brother’s

castle, don’t you?” 

Before the captain could speak Magnus Hauk agreed with his sister. “Aye, I think Sirvat is

right. You are my captain of captains, Corrado, and too valuable to me not to be near. It wil  be

your own home, but here. One day I wil  give you lands for your own.” 

“If you are content, my lord Dominus, then I am content,” Corrado said. 

“Now,” Sirvat said, “we must decide when you wil  marry me, for I am not of a mind to wait. And

if Lara is to wed my brother eventual y she needs to be mistress in her own house.” 

“I would prefer we free al  the men of Terah before any marriage is celebrated,” Magnus said. 

“It is not right that those men here within my castle can hear our women again, but no one else

can. What think you, Lara?” 

“I agree with the Dominus,” she replied. “We should begin tomorrow to reach out to al  the men

of Terah so they may be free of Usi’s curse.” 

Sirvat pouted prettily. “I have waited my entire life to wed Corrado,” she said. 

“Do not be selfish,” Magnus said. 

Sirvat glared at her older brother. “Both of our sisters were married by the time they reached

my age,” she snapped at him. 

“Just a few days, please,” Lara begged her friend. “You wil  need at least several days to

prepare for a proper wedding, Sirvat. There is the matter of your garments, deciding what

foods to serve at the wedding feast, and there is your new home. Is it ready to receive you and

Corrado yet? And your dower portion must be decided upon, too.” 

Sirvat considered a moment, and then she said, “You are right, Lara. I wil  certainly need

several days before Corrado and I can be properly wed. Very wel  then. I agree, but I must be

al owed to see Corrado while you are away.” 

“Magnus?” Lara’s look was questioning of the Dominus. 

“I wil  agree because I know I can trust Corrado,” Magnus replied. 

“And you cannot trust me?” Sirvat was most offended. 

“It is not a matter of trust where you are concerned, little sister. You are young and in love and

prone to your own way. I trust Corrado to see your behavior remains fitting so that there wil  be

no gossip,” the Dominus said. 

“Sometimes, Magnus, you are a pompous and meddlesome halfwit,” Sirvat said bluntly. And

she smiled sweetly at him. 

“Take her away, Corrado,” Magnus told his captain, “and see if you can teach her some

respect for her Dominus.” 

“I obey, my lord,” Corrado said with a grin, and escorted his beloved from the chamber. 

“Come, minx,” they heard him say as the door closed behind the couple. 

Lara sat down heavily. She was weary with the last few days. And she found there was comfort

in the strong arm that he put about her. Her head fel  on his shoulder. 

“I think you must rest now, my faerie woman. You have exhausted yourself in your endeavors. 

You were gone from me for several long hours.” 

“The tower was so awful,” Lara told him. “And Usi’s shade was there as Kaliq had known it

would be. I thank your Great Creator that you were not there, my lord. The sorcerer’s spirit was

very strong. He would have taken you over had you been there, and I should not have been

able to aid you. I needed al  my strength to climb to the top of his tower. He made me hear the

moans and piteous cries of those he tortured. I think I shal  hear the screams of those

unfortunates he destroyed for his own pleasure in my dreams forever,” Lara said, and then she

began to weep. 

Both of his arms went about her, and she sobbed bitterly against his broad chest. After a time

he said to her, “I thought faerie women did not cry.” 

“They don’t,” she sniffled, “but sometimes my mortal half overcomes my faerie half, Magnus. It

was so horrible! I should not have been able to succeed without Kaliq. That evil creature would

have surely overcome me.” 

“But he did not, Lara. You triumphed, and you have done Terah a great service. Now you must

decide if you wil  accept me as your husband as wel  as your lover. I understand your

misgivings, faerie woman, but I cannot live with the thought that some other man might come

along one day and take you from me. I believe in my heart that we are meant to be together. 

That you are meant to be the Domina of Terah.” 

“I cannot be bound to any man, Magnus, by anything other than trust. If you trust me you wil

al ow me to do what I must to fulfil  my destiny. You wil  wait for a son until I say the time is right. 

You wil  seriously consider my advice and my counsel, because if I am the Domina of Terah my

loyalties wil  lie first with Terah. None of what I ask of you wil  be easy for you to accept. Your

pride and determination is every bit as great as mine, I fear. We wil  have some monstrous

battles, you and I,” Lara warned him with a faint smile. 

“Much between us wil  require skil ful negotiations. I wil  not give you an answer now. And you

wil  not require one of me. Tomorrow we wil  take Dasras, and we wil  go to each of the fjords

in turn, each of your vil ages in turn, and I wil  free the men from Usi’s curse. When we return

you wil  consider if you stil  want me for your wife. If you can abide by my words as my

husband. And I wil  give you an answer if I think I can believe the words you speak to me,” she

concluded. 

He was not surprised by her candid speech. He had already learned that Lara spoke only

truth. And this was more than she had offered him previously. “I understand, my faerie love,” he

said to her. 

“Then take me to bed, my lord, for I do not believe I can remain awake for another minute,” 

Lara told him. 

He stood, and picking her up in his arms he carried to his bed, laying her gently down. She

was already asleep. Looking at her he considered how pale she was. The great task she had

this day performed had taken much out of her. He prayed silently that she would not dream the

nightmare of her efforts. He did not know that the Shadow Prince Kaliq had already seen to it, 

for he understood better than Magnus possibly could the dangers Lara had faced, and the

weariness she would suffer afterwards. He also knew that in order to regain her strength Lara

would need to sleep a dreamless sleep for many hours. And she would need her strength to

finish the task she had only begun. 

Lara slept for almost two days, awakening on the morning of the second day. She was very

surprised to learn she had been asleep for so long, but she had to admit to herself that she felt

very wel  rested, and her old self again. She was eager to continue in her efforts. She was

surprised to find herself in the Dominus’s bed, but then she recal ed they had been in his

apartments when she had lost consciousness. 

“You’re awake,” he said as he came to kiss her. 

“How long?” she asked him. 

“Two days,” he replied. 

“Is it early?” she queried. 

“The sun is barely up,” he told her. 

“Then we must begin our journey today,” Lara said firmly. “I shal  return to the Women’s

Quarters to bathe, and dress in fresh clothing. Meet me in the stables in an hour.” She climbed

from his bed. “Thank you, Magnus.” Then she was gone. 

When he reached the stables at the appointed time he found her already there talking with

Dasras. He walked over to the great stal ion, rubbing his velvety muzzle in greeting, and

asked, “Are you wel , Dasras?” 

“I am, my lord Dominus. This is a good thing we do. I have told my mistress to put a bridle on

me, but no saddle. You wil  both sit more comfortably without it. And you must understand that

my mistress wil  ride first, and control me.” 

“I am the Dominus,” Magnus Hauk protested. 

“But Lara is my mistress. I answer only to her,” Dasras said sternly. 

“It wil  appear as if you are holding me, rather than I clinging to you,” Lara said. 

The Dominus nodded. “Very wel , but as we enter each vil age I must appear to be holding the

reins,” he said. 

“Agreed!” Lara told him. “Our first negotiation has been successful,” she teased. 

He laughed. 

Dasras was bridled and led into the stable yard. They mounted the big horse, and suddenly

two great white wings sprouted from his rib cage. Magnus found himself moving his legs just

slightly to accommodate them. At a soft whispered command from Lara, the horse rose into

the air while below the men in the stable yard watched in rapt amazement. The Dominus

asked if he might direct the animal, and Lara quickly acquiesced. Dasras turned to fly up the

fjord. 

The Dominus’s fjord had no vil ages, but the homes of many of Terah’s important men were

located there. They stopped at each, and Lara broke the spel  surrounding each household’s

men. Uma came out to greet them when they arrived at Lord Dodek’s house. To Lara’s

surprise she appeared quite happy, and was delighted that her husband could now hear her. 

They moved on, crossing the fjord and flying across the mountains to the next fjord as the day

was coming to an end. They stayed at Felda’s husband’s farm. Norval was not unhappy to be

freed of the sorcerer’s spel . 

For the next few days they traveled from vil age to vil age freeing the men of Terah of the curse, 

flying over the mountains from fjord to fjord. And Lara was astounded at the vast tracts of land

that went as far as the eye could see. As they finished in the last vil age the Dominus was

eager to return home, but Lara begged him to let Dasras fly into the uninhabited lands as far

as the Obscura. 

“Where wil  we sleep?” he demanded of her. 

“On the plain below us,” Lara said. 

“What wil  we eat?” he wanted to know. 

“Faerie bread,” she told him. “It wil  taste like whatever you want it to taste. Please, Magnus. It

is important to me.” 

“Fly on, Dasras,” the Dominus said, and the horse did. And then as the day was coming to a

close Magnus Hauk saw the sea that Kaliq had told Lara was cal ed the Obscura just in the

near distance. “That is not Sagitta,” he observed. “Its waters are almost the color of my eyes, 

they are so vibrant a blue.” 

“No. It is cal ed the Obscura. Kaliq told me about it. On its other side is the desert kingdom of

the Shadow Princes. Only they know of its existence in Hetar. Now we know and that

knowledge may prove valuable to us one day, my lord Dominus.” She turned so she might see

his face. “Your world is going to change, Magnus. Better you be in charge of that change than

others.” 

“What is it you want of me?” he asked her astutely. 

“The promise that if I marry you, you wil  give me whatever I desire as a wedding gift, my lord

Dominus,” Lara said. 

“And what is that?” 

“First your promise,” she replied. 

“First your promise,” she replied. 

“If I ask you again to wed me, Lara of Hetar, I wil  give you whatever it is you desire as a gift, 

and pledge of my devotion to you. I swear it on the Great Creator,” he told her. 

She kissed him softly on the lips, and smiled into his turquoise-blue eyes. “Thank you, 

Magnus,” Lara said in a soft voice. Then she whispered to him, “Have you ever swum naked in

the sea, and then made love beneath the stars?” 

“Aye to the first, and nay to the second,” he told her. 

“I have never done either,” she said. “I think it is time we broadened my education, my lord

Dominus.” 

“Only if I may be your instructor,” he replied. 

“Descend, Dasras,” Lara said to the horse, and the animal obeyed, alighting on a low bluff

overlooking the Obscura. 

“Unbridle me before you hurry off to seek your pleasures,” Dasras said sternly. “I shal  need to

graze among this lush greenery most of the night to restore my energy while you two play in the

waves, and lie upon the beach expending yours.” He stamped a hoof impatiently. 

Lara unbridled the beast. “Then we shal  both have the night we desire,” she told Dasras. 

He looked at her a long moment, a twinkle in his dark eyes. “Indeed,” he said, and then with a

snort the big stal ion dashed off. 
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“SOMETHING IS DIFFERENT,” Magnus said as they prepared to depart the fol owing morning for

the Temple of the Great Creator. 

“What is different?” Lara asked him as she slipped the bridle over Dasras’s head. 

“You,” he answered. 

“She has ceased debating with herself,” Dasras told the Dominus, and then he took the bit in

his mouth. “She wil  probably accede to your wishes to wed.” 

“Is he right?” the Dominus asked. 

“Wil  you not let me speak for myself?” Lara demanded of Dasras. “I have not yet come to any

decisions, Magnus.” 

“So she says,” Dasras teased his mistress, and then with a snort shook his magnificent head. 

“Run your fingers through my mane, Mistress. The wind yesterday has tangled it.” Then he

addressed the Dominus again. “Do not rush her, Magnus Hauk, and you wil  obtain your way in

the end, for she is a sensible woman.” 

“One of these days, “Lara muttered, “I’m going to make a spel  to silence you,” she threatened, 

but they both knew she didn’t mean it. Her slender fingers worked busily through his creamy

mane as she combed it. 

“You can’t silence me. My voice comes from Prince Kaliq, and his powers are greater than

yours, Mistress.” Then he stamped his hooves. “Are we ready now?” 

They mounted the big horse, and he gal oped several miles across the green plain before

taking to the skies once again. They would reach the Temple of the Daughters of the Great

Creator by midafternoon. Lara had made the decision to go there first and inform the

priestesses that the curse had been lifted. The High Priestess would then accompany them to

the Temple of the Great Creator in order to prove to the priests there that their hearing was

indeed restored. 

“I do not think I shal  ever get used to riding upon the back of a horse that flies,” Magnus said. 

“It is truly amazing, my faerie love.” 

“I am as awed as you, Magnus,” Lara admitted. “Until my mother gave him this great power

Dasras was simply a fine mount and an excel ent warhorse.” 

“You have fought a war?” he asked. 

“We cal ed it the Winter War. Hetar broke an ancient treaty and came into the Outlands. They

invaded one spring in the area of the Tormod and Piaras clan families. These people are

miners of gold, silver and gems, but they are also careful keepers of their lands. If you

wandered through their mountains and did not know it you would not realize al  the industry that

goes on there. If they take a tree, they replant a tree. 

“Gaius Prospero, who Kaliq tel s me has now managed to get himself elected emperor, is a

man for whom commerce is everything. He sought the riches that the Tormod and Piaras dug

from the earth. He enslaved their people. Hetarians have always been taught that the Outlands

is a place of savagery and chaos. In Hetar the laws and rules by which we live are careful y set, 

and strictly enforced, more with the poor than with the wealthy, however. In the Outlands they

had lived simply, each clan family doing what it did best, and keeping to its own boundaries. I

believe those who ruled Hetar feared if our people could see how easily the Outlanders got on

they would have wanted to make changes. Change is not easy anywhere, but most especial y

in Hetar.” 

“Greed was the sole reason for Hetar’s invasion?” 

“I believe there was more behind it. But when the other clan families learned of the invasion

they took action, and beat the invaders back. Not a man was spared but for those who drove

the carts of their dead into the center of the City. It was a nasty lesson, and they stil  burn with

the defeat. Hetar has become overcrowded in recent years. The Midland farms can no longer

grow enough food to feed the people. When they were rebuffed in their incursion into the

Outlands, Hetar began to encroach into the province of the Forest Lords. And the scrubland

that separated the desert province of the Shadow Princes, from that of the Forest Lords is

also being taken. It is only a matter of time before Hetar invades the Outlands again. The

Shadow Princes have been keeping the Outlands safe by means of their magic, but they

cannot do this for much longer,” Lara said. 

“What wil  happen then?” 

“Hetar, in its arrogance, wil  enslave as many of the Outlanders as they can. They wil

confiscate their lands, their herds, their flocks. They cannot be convinced that the clan families

are not barbarians. They do not understand the Outlands’ simpler way of life. It is complete

anathema to them,” Lara explained. 

“I do not believe I like what I hear of Hetar,” Magnus said. 

“My lord Dominus, you know as wel  as I do that the people can be led like sheep in whatever

direction you want to lead them. The people can be convinced even when their own eyes say it

is not so. The people of Hetar are good folk, but their leaders, I fear, have become corrupt, 

and imbued with a strong sense of their own importance. Many people on both sides wil  be

kil ed when this conflict breaks out.” 

“You say you have a destiny,” Magnus said. 

“Yes, I do,” Lara replied. 

“What is it?” he asked her quietly. 

Around them a soft wind whistled as the horse gal oped on through the morning air. The sun

was warm on their shoulders. Some of the answer had come even as he asked the question. 

For weeks she had considered it, but until this moment she had not been certain. Now she

was utterly and completely sure. And the scope of it amazed her. 

“I cannot speak on this while on the back of a flying horse,” Lara said. 

“Then ask Dasras to descend, and we shal  walk together for a while, and you wil  tel  me what

is in your thoughts,” he said to her. 

Having heard him, Dasras was already descending to the green land below. Lara refrained

from remonstrating her horse for doing so without her order. Slowly, slowly they dropped down

until the stal ion’s hooves were touching the ground, his stride slowing, final y coming to a halt. 

The couple quickly slid from his back and began to walk, while behind them Dasras began

chomping upon the lush grass. 

“I want you to hear me out, Magnus,” Lara began, and he murmured his assent. “War is

insanity,” she said. “I know that sometimes it appears there is no other way, and perhaps

sometimes there isn’t. But this time I believe you and I can stop a terrible conflagration before

it even starts. Here in Terah you have an overabundance of land. Your population is smal . The

solution is so simple. What if the Outland clan families were transported here with al  their

goods and chattels? Then when Hetar invaded, there would be no one to fight. Hetar is

desperate to expand — the only place for them to go is into the Outlands. But they wil  have to

kil  to gain control of the region. And that kind of blood lust leads to other depravities. The

survivors among the clan families wil  be enslaved, but many wil  die without their freedom, 

penned within the confines of the City. And it could al  be avoided so simply, my lord Dominus.” 

“Take in these people, and al  their goods? How many are we speaking of, Lara? And what of

the Terahns?” 

“The Outland clan families number between ten and twelve thousand,” Lara said. “But your

own people need not even know that they are here.” 

“How is that possible?” he wanted to know. 

“Magnus, look into the distance. Do you see that range of mountains? Only when you get to the

other side of those mountains do you find a Terahn or a Terahn vil age. This vast plain over

which we have traveled this morning is much like the Outlands, although far more lush. We

which we have traveled this morning is much like the Outlands, although far more lush. We

could settle the clan families here. Other than owing you their al egiance, which would involve a

yearly tribute, they would continue to govern themselves as they always have. And they would

live their lives as they always have. It is most unlikely there would be any concourse between

the Terahns and the Outlanders.” 

“What of those among them who mine?” he wanted to know. 

“They wil  make their own peace, and their own arrangements with your mountain gnomes. The

Outlanders are not violent or unreasonable by nature,” Lara said. “I know that the Tormod and

the Piaras could come to an equitable agreement with the gnomes. And I would negotiate for

them if you would permit it.” 

“If I agreed to this,” he said slowly, careful y choosing his words, “how could we prevent Hetar

from crossing our Sea of Sagitta, and invading Terah?” 

“I wil  enlist the aid of the Shadow Princes, Magnus. We wil  transport the Outland clan families

and their goods by means of magic. Nothing, not even their vil age structures, wil  remain to

show they were there. They wil  simply be gone. Gaius Prospero wil  not care, as his only

interest is in the profits he wil  reap in the Outlands, and the acclaim he wil  receive from the

people for having kept his promises to make their lives better. But one day Hetar wil  come, 

whether you do this great mercy or not.” 

“I must think on it,” Magnus said. 

“Would you have me for your wife, Magnus?” Lara asked him. 

“Aye,” he responded. 

“Then know this. There is a price to pay if you would make me your Domina. The first I have

just told you. Help me to fulfil  my destiny, and save the clan families of the Outlands,” Lara

said. “Help me to prevent a ruinous and foolish war.” 

“And the second?” he queried. 

“I wil  give you the sons and daughters you desire, my lord Dominus, but you must wait for

those children until I am certain Hetar can keep the peace,” Lara said. 

“I must think on it,” he repeated softly. “I can refuse you, and keep you as my lover if I choose.” 

“Then I should be forced to disappear from Terah,” she warned him. “I wil  not wait long for my

answer, Magnus. Kaliq has said he and his brothers cannot protect the Outlands much longer. 

The effort wil  weaken them if they are forced to continue.” 

He caught her by the arm, his fingers digging into her tender flesh. “Faerie witch, do not toy

with me,” he growled. “Wil  you be my wife?” 

“Wil  you pay my price?” she boldly demanded to know. 

“If I said aye, what would you say?” he insisted. 

“If you say aye, then I say aye,” Lara told him, her green eyes meeting his turquoise ones. “Do

you say aye, Magnus?” 

“Do you?” He pul ed her into his arms, his lips dangerously close to hers. 

Lara laughed, but she remained silent. 

“Aye, my faerie witch,” he murmured against her lips. 

“Aye,” she agreed just before his mouth took hers in a fierce kiss that left her drained, and

barely able to stand upon her own two legs. 

“If you two are finished negotiating,” Dasras drawled at them, “I believe we had best be on our

way again, Mistress, my lord Dominus. I must assume as you have not said otherwise that you

wish to reach the temple compound by midafternoon as planned.” 

Laughing at his reprimand they mounted the big stal ion again, and he gal oped across the

meadow, his graceful wings flapping as they arose into the sky once more. Lara leaned back

again Magnus. It felt to her as if a large weight had been lifted from her shoulders. Behind her

the Dominus dropped a kiss upon her golden head, a happiness such as he had never known

surging through him. 

By midafternoon they saw the delicate Temple of the Daughters of the Great Creator ahead of

them. Dasras dropped down from the sky, his wings disappearing. It was better, the intel igent

beast realized, to arrive at the temple afoot. Although Lara said nothing, she reached out and

patted the animal’s neck in a gesture of approval. Dasras cantered easily down the road

leading to the temple, slowing his stride as they drew near to its gates. 

A bel  began to ring announcing the arrival of the visitors, and the gates were opened to

welcome them into the temple’s courtyard. Dasras came to a halt, and the Dominus slid off of

him, turning to lift Lara down. One of the women recognizing the Dominus ran quickly into one

of the temple’s buildings. A moment later a tal  older woman emerged. 

“My lord Dominus,” she greeted him, holding out her hands to him. “Your outrider brought me

the news of the great blessing the faerie woman has brought us. How happy I am that at long

last you can hear my welcome with your own ears.” She smiled at him. 

“Kemina,” he said, taking her hands to press them to his head, his lips and his heart. “Do you

never grow old, High Priestess?” 

Kemina laughed. She was a woman with strong striking features, and eyes as blue as the Sea

of Sagitta. Her hair was snow-white, but her face was youthful. She did not demur at his

compliment, but rather asked, “What brings you here, and who is your companion? A faerie

woman, my lord Dominus?” 

“I am Lara of Hetar, half mortal, half faerie,” Lara introduced herself. “My mother is Ilona, queen

of the Forest Faeries, my lady Kemina.” 

“I plan to wed her shortly,” Magnus told the High Priestess. 

“It is time you were married,” Kemina scolded him gently. “Past time. But then it was obviously

not meant to be until this fair creature came into your world. But come! Let us not stand in the

courtyard gossiping like old women.” With a warm smile she led them into the building from

which she had exited. “This is my house,” she told Lara as they entered a spacious room with

a fountain in its center. “Sit,” she invited them clapping her hands, and instructing the attending

priestess to bring refreshments. Then she joined them in a comfortable chair constructed of

leather and wood. “You do not visit often, my lord Dominus, and so I must conclude there is a

purpose to this visit,” Kemina said candidly. “Is it too soon for me to ask if you wil  share it?” 

Magnus Hauk chuckled. “Direct as ever,” he said. “Aye, there is a reason. It seems in our pride

we men of Terah believed our women had been cursed into silence when in truth our ears had

been stopped up.” 

“There has been a great deal of rumor flying about the countryside,” Kemina said. 

“Lara banished the ghost of Usi who stil  inhabited his tower. The cursed place was destroyed

as was his book of spel s so that none could ever use them again,” Magnus explained. “I

decided to go to the Temple of the Great Creator last, and I want you to come with us. My

uncle, the High Priest, knew what Lara was attempting, but you know that many of the priests

stil  hold to Aslak’s belief that al  magic is evil. Lara must remove the curse from them, and you

must be there to convince them that they can once more hear the voices of females.” 

Kemina laughed heartily. “I wil  gladly go with you,” she said. “I cannot wait to see the look upon

the faces of some of those sour old men when they have been freed of the curse Usi placed

on Terah al  those centuries back. Let us enjoy some wine first, and then we must go at once. I

cannot wait until the morrow, and the sun wil  not set for several hours yet. It is but a short

distance to the Temple of the Great Creator.” She picked up a goblet of wine that had been

placed by her hand. “I cannot say I was sorry to learn of Aslak’s death. It was time. I never knew

a mind so narrow or so closed.” 

“It was the sound of my voice, I fear, that caused his death,” Lara said softly. 

Kemina looked astounded, and then she chuckled. “Let us hope a few more of those old dogs

keel over at the sound of it,” she said, and then drank down her wine. 

“As your Dominus I must reprimand you, High Priestess,” Magnus said with a wicked grin. “I

am shocked by your lack of sympathy.” 

“Do not tel  me you were sorry to see Aslak go,” she cackled. “Praise the Great Creator that

your uncle had already been elected to fol ow him. Arik is a man of vision. He wil  shake them

al  up, and move the priesthood into a more modern age.” 

“We can but hope,” Magnus said. 

When they had finished their refreshment they departed for the larger Temple of the Great

Creator, Dasras again carrying two passengers. The High Priestess rode upon a smal  roan

mare that the stal ion eyed with interest. Arriving, they were greeted by a young priest and

shown into the High Priest’s privy chamber. 

“Nephew, welcome back!” Arik greeted them. “Kemina, I greet you. Lara, I greet you,” he said. 

Lara smiled at Magnus’s uncle and recited, “Ears that once heeded woman’s cal , shal  open

again and hear them al .” 

“I greet you, Arik,” the High Priestess said quietly. 

“I can hear her!” Arik almost shouted. He looked to Lara. “You have done the impossible, my

lovely faerie woman. Thank you! Thank you!” 

“Gather your priests together, my lord Arik, and I wil  unstop their ears, as wel ,” Lara said to

him. 

The High Priest cal ed to one of his minions and gave him quick instructions. The young priest

hurried out, and shortly the sound of the temple bel s ringing was heard. “I’ve summoned them

al  to the temple itself. It seems a fitting setting in which to lift the curse of Usi,” Arik said. 

“Come along!” 

They fol owed the excited high priest from his dwel ing and into the temple. It was a large

building with an open portico on al  four sides. Inside, however, it was simple, and plain in

decor. The roof of the temple had a great dome through which sunlight poured. The High

Priest led his visitors up two wide stairs to stand before the modest marble altar. Below and

around them the temple was fil ed with priests. 

“Are al  gathered here now?” Arik asked, looking about. 

There was a short silence, then a voice said, “Al  but the sick in the infirmary, my lord Arik.” 

Arik turned to Lara. “Wil  you visit them, and free them?” he asked. 

She nodded. “I wil .” 

The High Priest turned back to the crowd, and began to speak. “Priests of the Great Creator, 

a miracle is about to be visited upon you.” He drew Lara forward. “This is Lara of Hetar, 

daughter of a mortal man and a faerie queen.” 

A murmur began below them. 

The High Priest held up his hand. “She has discovered that it was not the women of Terah who

were cursed into silence by the sorcerer. It was the men of Hetar whose ears were stopped up

because they listened to a woman, and let her destroy Usi.” 

“She lies!” a voice from the crowd said. 

“Nay, she does not lie, and she has come today to lift the curse from you as she has lifted it

from al  the men of Terah. I could hear her from the first moment we met, for she is Hetarian. 

Tel  them, Lara.” 

“I can free you, good priests of the Great Creator,” Lara told them. 

Surprise showed on the faces below them. 

“This is magic!” came the cry. 

“Magic is evil. Did not Aslak teach us that?” another voice spoke. 

“There is both good and wicked magic,” Arik told them. “This lady is good, and her magic is

good. She wil  speak her spel , and lift the curse from you.” 

Lara stepped quickly forward. “Ears that once heeded woman’s cal , shal  open again and

hear them al !” she cried in a loud voice. 

Now it was Kemina who stepped forward. “And now, priests of the Great Creator, hear the

voice of your High Priestess, that you may be convinced at what good has been done you this

day.” 

Shocked and upturned faces greeted her proclamation, and then the voices began to exclaim

with astonishment as the priests admitted to being able to hear Kemina. 

Arik gave them a moment to recover from the shock of what had happened. Then he said, 

“There is good magic in this world, my brothers.” 

“Where are the sick?” Lara asked him. “I would remove the curse from them as wel .” 

The High Priest led them from the temple area to a smal  house where Lara once again spoke

the spel , and freed the remaining men from Usi’s curse. When they were settled again in his

house Arik asked her, “The book of spel s?” 

“Destroyed,” she told him. Then she related her adventure in Usi’s tower. “I dispatched the

book myself within a magical clay jar. The Shadow Prince Kaliq disposed of the ashes in

various places so that no one wil  ever again use Usi’s book of spel s.” 

Kemina had listened in rapt awe to Lara’s tale. “You are a brave woman,” she said when the

story had come to its conclusion. 

“I only did what needed to be done,” Lara answered her. 

“You are too modest,” Kemina replied. 

“You must marry her, Magnus,” the High Priest said. 

“I would certainly agree,” Kemina murmured. 

“We wil  wed,” the Dominus answered them. 

“But first we have other things that must be accomplished,” Lara told them. “And Sirvat is to be

married to Captain Corrado.” 

“What is it that is so important to you both that you would wait to wed?” the High Priest wanted

to know. “I could marry you both now, and it would be done with, Nephew.” 

“Nay, Uncle. The marriage of the Dominus must be a great occasion,” Magnus said. “And my

sister is not of a mind to wait,” he chuckled, skil ful y avoiding answering his uncle’s question. 

He had made a very great promise to Lara, and he would not marry her until he had fulfil ed his

obligations. 

The High Priestess departed, escorted by several young priests, back to her own temple

compound. 

Arik ate the evening meal with them, and then bid them good-night. “Come and see me, 

Magnus, before you depart on the morrow,” he said. 

“I wil , Uncle,” the Dominus promised. 

“He wil  want the answer to the question he asked you earlier,” Lara said. 

“I know,” Magnus answered her. 

“Perhaps it would be best if you told him,” Lara advised. “I know it wil  surprise him, but it may

be better that someone else knows what we are doing. There may come a time when we need

his help. ’Tis better your uncle feel we have kept nothing from him, that we trusted him enough

to share our plans with him.” 

“Perhaps I should go to him now. This is not something quickly told, and we do want to get

back to the castle tomorrow,” the Dominus said thoughtful y. 

“Go and find him,” Lara told him. “I am tired, and wil  seek my bed.” 

He pul ed her into his arms, and kissed her a slow sweet kiss. “Then good night, my faerie

love. Sleep wel ,” he told her. 

An unfamiliar feeling overcame her briefly. Reaching up she caressed his face. “Good night, 

Magnus,” she responded. When he had left her, Lara considered what had just happened. 

What had she sensed? Was it some type of emotion? Affection? Caring? 

 Love?  Ethne’s voice was very clear. 

“I do not know how to real y love,” Lara said aloud. 

 Perhaps you are finally learning,  Ethne replied.  You had great fondness for Vartan, but you

 did not really love him, though he thought you did when you gave him the children he

 desired. 

 He was good to me,  Lara said silently. 

 This man may well be your equal,  Ethne said.  We will see if he keeps his promise to you to

 help the Outland peoples. 

 He has never really faced the duplicitous behavior of which Gaius Prospero and the High

 Council of Hetar are capable. He is strong, and he is wise, but he lacks the sophistication

 necessary to deal successfully with Hetar. Terah is totally different from Hetar, Ethne. They

 have lived the same sort of life for centuries, never changing, never looking forward. What

 if Arik convinces Magnus not to help the Outland family clans? 

 He won’t,  Ethne said with great assurance,  but it would not be unwise for you and Magnus to

 visit Hetar. If he saw what was happening there perhaps he would better understand your

 concerns. We all see different situations in different lights, my child. You clearly see the

 danger for the Outlands, but Magnus is a stranger. He cannot see unless you show him. 

 I had thought never to return to Hetar again,  Lara admitted. 

 Just enough of a visit to introduce Magnus to the Outland clan lords and to show him the

 decay and corruption of the City, of those who now rule Hetar,  Ethne said. 

 It must be done secretly,  Lara told her crystal guardian.  Will you contact Kaliq for me, and

 see if he can help? 

 I will,  Ethne promised.  Now go to sleep, my child. 

 Sirvat must be wed first,  Lara insisted. 

 Of course. Now sleep! 

And while Lara spoke with Ethne, Magnus had gone to his uncle. He found Arik in his private

quarters. The older man did not seem surprised to see his nephew, even just having bid him

good-night. He dismissed his servants and motioned the Dominus to a seat by his fire. “I

thought you might come and speak with me before you retired,” Arik said quietly. “This must be

a most important undertaking. Tel  me what it is, Nephew.” 

“First I would tel  you that it is Lara who feels you should be made aware of what we mean to

do, Uncle,” Magnus began. 

The High Priest chuckled. “She is a clever and intel igent woman, for which you may thank the

Great Creator.” 

“Several days ago when she finished lifting Usi’s curse from al  but those here,” the Dominus

began, “we flew over the mountains to the lands beyond. There is another sea as wel , Uncle. 

Lara says it is cal ed the Obscura.” 

“You flew?” Arik’s eyebrow quirked. 

“Her horse can sprout wings, Uncle. It is magic. And he talks as wel ,” Magnus admitted with a

smal  grin. 

Arik shook his head amazed. “Go on,” he managed to say. 

“The lands beyond our mountains are great, Uncle. And they are uninhabited. A huge fertile

plain with nary a vil age or cultivated field.” 

“And what do you intend doing with it, Nephew?” Arik asked him. 

Then the Dominus explained to his uncle what he had promised to Lara, and why. 

The High Priest nodded thoughtful y. Then he said, “Better to have vassals paying you a yearly

tribute and making the land useful than to have it uninhabited, for an enemy or stranger to take. 

What is on the other side of this sea cal ed Obscura?” 

“Hetar, even as it is with Sagitta,” Magnus answered him. “The difference is that Obscura’s

opposite shore meets the desert of the Shadow Princes.” 

“Then we are endangered from both sides,” Arik said. 

“No one knows of Obscura but the princes, for it is at the far end of their desert where no one

goes, even the nomadic desert dwel ers,” Magnus told his uncle. 

“For now,” Arik replied thoughtful y. “Stil  it would indeed be better to have enemies of Hetar on

those plains. If Hetar ever sails across that sea they wil  not receive a warm welcome, and we

wil  be warned. Are these Outlanders good soldiers?” 

“When it is necessary,” Magnus answered. “They prefer to farm, mine and tend their herds and

flocks, Lara said, but when threatened they become a strong fighting force. She has fought

with them in a war she cal ed the Winter War.” 

Arik smiled briefly. “A most versatile faerie woman.” He paused in thought for several long

moments. “You love her enough to do this for her, Magnus?” 

The Dominus nodded. “I do, Uncle. She believes, and I believe, too, that it is her destiny to

save these peoples.” 

“This is not an endeavor that should soon become public knowledge,” Arik said. 

“We are al  agreed upon that point, Uncle,” the Dominus replied. 

“I am glad you have shared this with me, Nephew,” the High Priest remarked. “Now, tel  me. 

Have you spoken with my sister Persis about her daughter’s wedding yet? She wil  be most

pleased, I am certain.” 

“Our mother has had little to do with the upbringing of my youngest sister,” Magnus said stiffly. 

“She wil  be invited to the festivities, but no earlier than the other guests. From the moment she

left the castle she has shown no interest in Sirvat. She has not seen her in five or more years. 

Narda and Aselma were always her especial pets, Uncle. She was proud to birth me for she

had then given my father an heir, but Sirvat’s conception was an error, she told me when my

sister was born. She said she had taken comfort in the fact that this unexpected confinement

would give our father a second son. When it did not she virtual y washed her hands of the

infant. Sirvat cannot remember Persis even addressing her but for half a dozen occasions

before she departed to live with Narda,” the Dominus explained. 

“I had not realized she was so distant with Sirvat,” Arik replied. “Persis was always a bit cold. I

was surprised when your father took her to be his wife. I always wondered what it was he saw

in her.” 

“She fascinated him,” Magnus answered his uncle. “He could never get enough of her

company, her beauty, the pleasures she offered him. She knew her duty, I wil  say that for my

mother. As Domina she was without peer, and she deferred to my father in al  the things she

did. My father adored her, and she was the perfect wife for him. But she was also selfish and

self-involved, Uncle. Surely you understood that? You grew up in the same house together.” 

“I left for the temple when I was eight,” Arik said. “I knew from the time I could form thoughts that

this is what I wanted. When I was eighteen I returned home for my interval year as required

before taking my final vows to the Great Creator. Persis was gone by then, and married to

your father.” 

“You chose not to marry,” Magnus said. 

“Aye, but I am not a celibate as some are. I take my pleasures now and again as I feel the

need. But a wife and children, as some cal ed to my vocation have, would have hindered my

rise in our order. I have always been an ambitious man, Nephew. I prefer power to women.” 

Then he laughed. “But you knew that, didn’t you?” 

Magnus Hauk grinned broadly, and nodded. “I knew it, Uncle. But you are practical, as wel , I

think.” 

The High Priest nodded, and then he arose. “And being practical, I need my rest, Nephew. 

Bring Lara to me in the morning that I may bid you both farewel , and give you my blessing until

the time of your nuptials.” 

The Dominus stood. “Good night again then, Uncle,” he said. Returning to the guest house, he

found Lara sleeping, a smal  smile upon her lips. Looking down at her, his own heart swel ed. 

He did love her. He wondered if she had any emotions for him other than passion. Did he

care? He washed himself, and lay down by her side to sleep. 

IN THE MORNING, Lara and Magnus bid the High Priest farewel , and he did indeed give them

his blessing, after tel ing Lara that she had his ful  support, and that the immigration of the

Outland clan families would remain their secret. She thanked him, taking his hands in the

Terahn fashion and pressing them first to her head, then her lips and final y her heart. The

gesture brought a smile to Arik’s lips. 

As Dasras did not like the narrow cliff road above the fjord he unfolded his great wings and

flew back to the castle, landing in the courtyard close to the midday hour. The stable men

stared wide-eyed as the horse’s hooves touched down on the cobbled ground. They gasped

audibly as Dasras’s wings disappeared completely, folding themselves into his body when he

commanded them to do so. They were barely used to the horse’s speech, but to see the

magic he made half frightened them. Then one young boy, braver than the rest, came forward

and took the horse’s bridle. 

“Welcome home, Dasras,” he said. 

“I thank you, young Jason,” the stal ion said as he was led away. 

“Once people get over being frightened of Dasras,” Lara remarked, “he has a great knack for

making friends.” 

“A horse who talks is one thing, but one who carries on an intel igent conversation is truly

amazing,” the Dominus replied. “Come, let us tel  Sirvat that we have returned home.” 

Catching her hand they strol ed across the courtyard toward the private apartments where

Sirvat came running to meet them. 

“Welcome home, Magnus, Lara,” she said. “Now that you have lifted the curse from the men of

Terah can we please begin the preparations for my wedding?” Then she paused, looking

distressed. “Unless the wedding of the Dominus should take place first. You and Lara are

going to wed, aren’t you?” 

“Aye, we wil  wed,” Lara quickly replied. “But before we do, your brother and I have some other

business that must be taken care of, Sirvat. So if you do not object, you wil  have to be married

to Corrado first.” 

“Oh no, I do not object!” Sirvat said breathlessly. 

Lara and Magnus laughed at her delight. 

“I shal  leave the preparations in your hands, my ladies,” the Dominus told them. “The only part

a man should have in his marriage day is to be there.” Then he left them. 

“Your uncle the High Priest sends you his best wishes,” Lara said to Sirvat. “He is pleased by

your choice of a husband, and wil  come himself to perform the ceremony so he may bless you

and Corrado.” 

“I do not wish a great celebration,” Sirvat said. “I only want to be married as soon as possible, 

Lara. Were you not eager when you wed your first husband?” 

“I did not even know I was being wed,” Lara said. “Vartan tricked me into the union,” she

recal ed with a smile. “He had to visit his vil ages, and asked me if I should like to ride with

him. I went, and in doing so found myself married. It seems if you spend two nights with a man

of the Outlands, you are considered his wife. We did not even take pleasures of each other,” 

she chuckled, “but I was firmly wed according to clan law.” 

Sirvat eyes were wide with shock, but she giggled. “He sounds very bold,” she said. “Was he

handsome? Was he skil ed at pleasures?” 

“He was both handsome and skil ed,” Lara acknowledged with a smile. 

“I cannot wait to take pleasures with Corrado,” Sirvat sighed romantical y. 

“Have you ever taken pleasures with a man?” Lara asked her, wondering if she would have to

prepare Magnus’s sister for passion. 

“Oh yes,” Sirvat said nonchalantly. “I have had two lovers, but only for brief periods of time. 

Men have a tendency to grow possessive, and so I never kept a lover for very long, not wishing

to be possessed. Corrado, however, knows and understands me. We are equals, as are you

and my brother. That is how I know Magnus’s marriage to you is the right thing, Lara. He has

never before treated any woman as an equal, or a friend. Women were just for pleasures. But

not you. You are different.” 

“But it is your wedding we must plan, Sirvat,” Lara said neatly turning the subject. “We must

inform your mother and sisters of this event.” 

“Not right away,” Sirvat said. “You and I wil  plan, and then at the last minute we wil  send to my

family. If we inform them now they wil  come, and they wil  interfere. I would not ask them at al

but that it would reflect badly upon me. But I am not interested in hearing them criticize me or

my choice of a husband.” 

“Why would they criticize Corrado?” Lara wanted to know. 

“My mother was a distant cousin of my father. She was proud of her claim to the Hauk

bloodline. My older sisters also made advantageous matches. My husband-to-be is a sea

captain.” 

“But he is Magnus’s captain of captains,” Lara reminded Sirvat. 

“He has no lands, no vil ages. He lives here in the palace, and wil  continue to reside here

when we are wed,” Sirvat said. 

“Magnus has said that one day he wil  give you lands,” Lara said. 

“And he wil . And Corrado and I are content to wait. But my husband-to-be has not the fine

bloodlines that my family has. He is distant kin. It doesn’t matter to me. I love him. I have loved

him ever since I was a child, and he first came to the palace. And my brother has judged him

on his worth, and found him more than suitable. My brother wants me happy. But my mother

wil  carp at Magnus, and she wil  carp at me. She wil  be slyly insulting to Corrado in an effort to

prick his pride, and drive him away. I do not look forward to her visit. And you had best beware

for she wil  find fault with you. I am certain she has someone in mind to be Magnus’s wife. She

wil  not be pleased to learn he has made his own decision from which he cannot be swayed.” 

“You make your mother sound fearsome,” Lara said. 

“She is not so much fearsome as irritating,” Sirvat replied. 

“Tel  me how a royal wedding is celebrated in Terah,” Lara asked, once again turning the

subject away from something unpleasant. Remembering her Outlands mother-in-law, Bera, 

who had welcomed her, and been so loving, Lara decided stoical y that one could not always

be that fortunate. 

“The wedding commences just before dawn,” Sirvat began. “Together with our guests we

watch the sunrise, the beginning of a new day and our new life as husband and wife. Next

Corrado and I are bathed together with our guests in attendance. This is done to show we are

both fit for marriage and for children. We are then dressed in our wedding garments and led

into one of the gardens, which you and I wil  choose beforehand. There the High Priest wil

inquire if we are agreeable to the marriage. We answer, he blesses us and we are official y

wed. Then a great feast is held to celebrate our union. At day’s end we al  watch the sunset. 

Then Corrado and I retire to our apartments, signaling an end to the celebration.” 

“How beautiful!” Lara exclaimed. 

“And it is even better the fewer guests there are,” Sirvat said. “More intimate, and special. At

least Corrado and I wil  not have to visit every fjord afterwards as you and Magnus wil  have to

do. Everyone in Terah must see the new Domina.” 

“Let us concentrate on your wedding for now,” Lara replied. “Does Corrado have any family?” 

“His father, Dima, who was once my father’s captain of captains. And an older brother, Ing, 

who is a ship’s chandler, having no taste for the sea. Corrado’s mother died years ago, and

Ing has never married,” Sirvat explained. 

“So we have two from Corrado’s family, and five from yours,” Lara said. 

“Oh, I am certain my sisters wil  want to bring al  their children, and I cannot avoid the laws of

hospitality. And Magnus wil  have some he wishes to honor by asking them to the wedding,” 

Sirvat said. “It wil  be far more than I would have.” 

“Then say no,” Lara told her. “Tel  your mother and your sisters that they are welcome along

with your two brothers-in-law, but no more. Tel  Magnus that those he wishes to honor may be

honored when we wed. Tel  your brother that you want a smal  and intimate wedding. You are

the Dominus’s youngest sister. There is no cause for great festivities unless you desire them, 

Sirvat. It is your wedding.” 

A look of joy came over Sirvat’s face. “You are right, Lara,” she said. “I want a smal  wedding, 

and by the Great Creator I shal  have one!” 

The Dominus saw no fault in his sister’s wishes. The wedding would be discreet. Sirvat chose

the gardens overlooking the fjord for the ceremony. It was late summer, and the flowers were in

ful  bloom. Consulted, Corrado agreed with his beloved’s plans. The High Priest was sent for

as was the lady Persis, and Sirvat’s two older sisters and their husbands. Their offspring, the

Dominus ordered them, were to stay at home. Corrado’s elderly father, Dima, and his oldest

son, Ing, lived at the foot of the castle cliff above the chandler’s shop. Their journey was one of

minutes. 

The night before the wedding al  the guests had been assembled, and a feast was set before

them. The Dominus’s mother was everything Sirvat had said. Tal  and stil  beautiful, with snowwhite hair and cold blue eyes, she went to sit at her son’s right hand, but Magnus warned her

away. 

“This place belongs to my sister, the bride,” he told his mother. 

“Then I wil  sit on your left,” the lady Persis said. 

“That is Lara’s place,” the Dominus replied. 

“Nay, my lord Dominus,” Lara quickly said. “I am content to defer to your mother this night,” and

she moved down the high board to the end seat. 

“Wel , at least the wench has manners,” Lady Persis grudgingly said as she took her seat on

her son’s left. 

“When you come to my wedding, madam, Lara wil  be seated to my right,” the Dominus said

with emphasis. 

His mother paled. “That is the bride’s place,” she replied weakly. 

“Yes,” he said. “Lara is to be my wife.” 

Lady Persis’s mouth fel  open with both surprise and shock. “You cannot!” she snapped at her

son. “A foreigner? A Hetarian? Half mortal, half faerie? Have you lost what few wits you had? 

Your father would be horrified. If you wish to marry I can bring you half a dozen Terahn girls of

good family who would make you an excel ent Domina.” 

“Madam,” he said low, but his voice was edged with anger, “if I wanted, if I had fal en in love

before this, I should have taken a wife. I have not because there was never any woman who

suited me. It is time this family’s bloodlines were freshened. But more important, madam, I

love her. I had to beg her to wed me for she is widowed, and was not of a mind to marry again. 

But I knew she was the one from the moment we met. It has taken me weeks to convince her

to change her mind. Do not interfere, I warn you.” 

“Do not interfere, or what?” his mother chal enged him. 

The Dominus laughed. “Or I shal  turn Lara loose on you, madam,” he said. “She does not take

kindly to interference.” 

“She has bewitched you!” his mother half cried, and heads around them turned to see what the

commotion was al  about. 

Again Magnus laughed. “I suppose she has, but not in the way you believe.” 

“What more can you want of her? She is already in your bed,” the Lady Persis said

venomously. 

“Her intel ect is superior to any little Terahn girl you would bring me. Her counsel is invaluable. 

She is wise beyond her years, madam. Times are changing, and we need to look at the world

around us with new eyes. And I love her,” he repeated. 

“Terah wil  never accept her,” Lady Persis declared. 

“Never accept the woman who freed us from Usi’s curse? I think you are mistaken, madam. 

Although frankly I would have been glad to remain deaf to your voice. My only consolation, 

madam, is that you wil  shortly return home with Narda, and I wil  not have to listen to you.” Then

the Dominus turned to his other guests, leaving his mother openmouthed in her astonishment. 

Lara had seen the byplay between Magnus and his mother. That she was the cause of their

conversation she did not doubt. The Lady Persis did not like her, but it mattered not. Lara

would marry Magnus Hauk because he could aid her in gaining her destiny. And perhaps, just

perhaps, her heart was softening toward him. She had never considered when she was a

barefooted mercenary’s child back in the Quarter that she would one day be the wife of a

powerful ruler. It was not a bad fate, Lara thought, but there was more to her destiny than just

saving the clan families of the Outlands. That much she sensed. But what was it? And would

Magnus Hauk play a strong part in what was to come? She could not love him with her whole

heart if he was to be torn from her as Vartan had been. She could not lose another child to this

destiny that never seemed to come to an end. Instinctively her hand reached for the crystal star

about her neck, and she felt the comforting warmth of the flame within it. 

 Do not despair,  she heard Ethne’s gentle voice reassure her.  This is a man you can love

 forever. 
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SIRVAT AND CORRADO’S wedding day dawned with a glorious sunrise. The few guests invited

to the quiet affair joined the couple to watch it. As she stood with Magnus, his arm about her

waist, Lara thought that there had never been so beautiful a morning. The cloudless blue sky

was slowly stained with vibrant colors; at first delicate pinks and mauves and palest greens

that gave way to the more flamboyant golds, oranges and reds as the scarlet sphere final y

crept above the green horizon, its bril iant rays spreading across the firmament. 

When the sun was wel  up the guests escorted the bride and groom into the baths, where

Sirvat and Corrado were stripped of their clothing, their bodies displayed to show both were

healthy and fit to wed one another. Then before the eyes of their guests the couple were

thoroughly bathed before being dressed in their wedding garments. They had chosen to wear

traditional Terahn wedding clothing. 

Sirvat wore a long simple sleeveless gown of cream-colored silk. The neckline was draped, 

resting on her col arbone. The straight skirt was a mass of narrow little pleats, and about her

waist Sirvat wore a delicate gold chain. Her hair was dressed in thin braids entwined with

slender bejeweled golden ribbons. She wore golden sandals on her feet. Her bridegroom

wore a similar tunic that fel  to his knees. The skirt was not pleated but rather fel  in graceful

folds. About his waist was a gold chain, and he carried no weapons. 

The bride and her groom were led into the garden overlooking the fjord, where the lady Persis

placed wreaths of multicolored flowers on their heads. 

Then Arik, High Priest of the Great Creator, asked the simple question. “Do you, Sirvat, 

daughter of the Dominus Ejnar, deceased, and his living widow, Persis, and you, Corrado, son

of Dima and his wife, Amala, deceased, pledge yourselves to each other as husband and

wife?” 

“Yes!” Corrado said. 

“Yes!” Sirvat echoed. 

“Then let it be so in the eyes of the Great Creator of us al ,” Arik replied. “You are now wed, 

Sirvat and Corrado. The Great Creator bless your union, and give you many children and

much happiness in the years to come. It is done.” 

“That is al ?” Lara whispered to Magnus. 

“It is enough, isn’t it?” he replied with a smal  smile. “Do they do things differently in Hetar?” 

“It is enough, isn’t it?” he replied with a smal  smile. “Do they do things differently in Hetar?” 

“It depends,” Lara said. “The daughter of a wealthy man is wed in a great show of splendor, 

even if it means her father wil  go into debt. In Hetar how one appears to others is very

important. My father, however, wed my stepmother in the Midlands where both had been born

and raised. Each month a marrying day is held, and the Squire of the Midlands performs a

smal  ceremony. But even there the bride’s family holds the best feast it can. No one wants it

said that they did not ful y honor the couple, or the Celestial Actuary,” she explained. 

“In Terah, it is the same for my sister as it is for a farmer’s daughter. The priest asks if the

parties are wil ing, and then blesses them. What is important is that the couple wish to make a

life together, Lara. Nothing else,” he told her. 

“I like it better,” Lara said quietly. “A marriage is not about status or wealth. It is about love, isn’t

it?” 

He smiled down at her. “Aye, it is about love. Was it that way in the Outlands?” 

Lara nodded. “In Hetar they tel  terrible stories of the Outlands to frighten bad children into

behaving. Threatening a child with exile to the Outlands was sure to turn the most recalcitrant

boy or girl into the most obedient of creatures. The Outlands were a wild place fil ed with

savages who murdered, stole, raped and did every kind of violence. They were barbarians of

the worst ilk. But then I entered the Outlands to discover a very orderly civilization. It was

different from Hetar to be sure, but the clan families live in peace. Their lives are simpler, much

like those of the Terahs. That is why I am so certain they wil  cause you no difficulty when they

come.” 

“What are you two whispering about?” the lady Persis demanded to know. 

“My lord Magnus was explaining to me the marriage custom of Terah,” Lara said quickly, “and I

told him how it is done in Hetar.” 

“And how is it done there?” Lady Persis persisted. 

“With much too much ostentation,” Lara replied. “Having seen both I can tel  you that I far prefer

the elegant simplicity of Terahn custom, which dwel s upon the love between a couple and not

the pretentious display by their families. Marriage is a serious undertaking, and not to be

entered into capriciously.” She gave the Dominus’s mother a smal  cool smile. 

“Indeed,” Lady Persis responded. The reputation the Hetarians had for luxury was certainly at

odds with this young woman. She needed to get her aside so she might learn more about

Lara, especial y if Magnus was serious about marrying her. “Tomorrow you wil  sit with me

before I return home with my daughter Narda,” she said. 

Lara offered Lady Persis a nod of agreement, but said nothing. The important thing in dealing

with this woman was to not permit her to gain the upper hand. She now turned her attention to

the wedding feast, which had been set out in the garden as the day was fair. There were

roasted meats, fowl and fish; late summer vegetables and fruits; fresh breads and cheeses, 

as wel  as fine wine. And when everyone was sated, a sweet cake was brought forth for the

guests to share in the newly wedded couple’s honor. 

As they celebrated, Lara observed the other guests, particularly the family of the Dominus. 

Lady Persis was a cold proud woman. That she could leave her youngest child for what she

deemed the greater comfort of her eldest daughter’s home disturbed Lara. But then, had she

not left her own children? Yet, she had not done it for herself as Lady Persis had. She had

departed the Outlands because her destiny had cal ed her. 

Lara’s green eyes flicked next to Magnus’s two older sisters. Narda, the eldest, was a pretty

woman who seemed devoted to her husband, Tostig. Tostig was obviously in love with his

wife, and deferential to his mother-in-law. The second sister, Aselma, was plump with good

living, and doted upon by her husband, Armen. She appeared to have inherited her mother’s

selfish attitude although she was certainly pleasant enough. I shal  see them rarely, Lara

decided. I have a friend in Sirvat, and she is al  I wil  need. 

Corrado’s family, on the other hand, drew her interest. His father, Dima, was a tal  and slender

old man who had had his sons late in life, but despite his advanced age he stil  displayed a

refined demeanor. His elder son, Ing, was plump and cheerful. He had never had time for a

wife, and didn’t seem to miss one. Now he clapped his father upon his back, teasing him that

perhaps he would get to see some grandchildren after al . 

The day began to wane, and the guests came together upon another high terrace to watch the

sunset, which was even more perfect than the sunrise had been. Pink clouds edged in gold

and purple floated in the sky above and vibrant colors — scarlet, orange, salmon, lemonyel ow, rose and gold — flowed and pulsed one into another. The air was stil  and warm and

perfumed with late summer roses. Slowly, slowly the sun sank into a horizon of dark violet, and

then there was the tiniest flash of green, which drew applause from the spectators. It was

considered good fortune to spy that smal  moment. 

“The wedding day is now concluded,” the High Priest Arik said. “Sirvat and Corrado wil  retire

to the privacy of their apartments.” 

With a bow to their guests the newly married couple left the garden. 

“Lara!” The voice was that of Lady Persis. “Come with me now, and we wil  speak with one

another. Tostig wishes to depart early, and I would not keep my good son-in-law waiting. 

Besides I am anxious to return to my comfortable home.” 

“Ungrateful, presumptuous bitch,” the Dominus murmured under his breath. 

“I shal  be with you momentarily, Lady Persis,” Lara said. Then she put a gentle hand upon

Magnus’s sinewy arm. “I wil  take care of this matter, my lord Magnus,” she murmured. “Would

you like me to turn her into a mouse?” 

“Could you?” he asked, his turquoise eyes twinkling. He sounded hopeful. 

Lara smiled, but said nothing, giving him a quick kiss, and hurrying off. 

She found the Dominus’s mother in the great day room of the Women’s Quarters. Going to a

sideboard Lara poured two goblets of wine, and then brought them over to where the Lady

Persis was seated. “I thought we might enjoy some refreshment while we talked,” she said

quietly. 

“Refreshment or support?” Lady Persis asked with some humor. 

“Perhaps a bit of both,” Lara replied with a smal  smile. 

“My son says he means to wed you,” the Dominus’s mother said. 

“Yes, so he has told me,” Lara answered her. 

“You would refuse him?” Lady Persis was surprised. 

“Nay, but I would also not be hurried. I am a widow, lady.” Lara responded. “My husband was a

great lord. Not as great as your son, I wil  admit. But a great leader of his clan family, and of his

entire world.” 

“How did he die?” Lady Persis wanted to know. 

“He was kil ed by his younger brother who was tempted by his foolish wife. She had been

inveigled by an ambitious man of Hetar who believed if Vartan were dead, the clan families of

the Outlands, a land not ruled by Hetar, would be leaderless and vulnerable to an invasion. He

was wrong, of course.” 

“What happened to the assassin?” Lady Persis wanted to know. 

“I kil ed both him and his wife,” Lara said quietly. 

Lady Persis looked first shocked, then disbelieving. “You kil ed them? You mean you had them

executed, of course.” 

“Nay,” Lara replied. “I kil ed them.” 

“How?” Lady Persis had eyes like her son’s, and they were now wide with a mixture of both

fear and curiosity — and perhaps even a bit of fascination. 

“With my sword, Andraste. I am a warrior, lady,” Lara said simply. 

Lady Persis was silent for several long moments. Final y she spoke. “You are a warrior,” she

repeated slowly. “Why have you come to Terah?” 

“Because my destiny led me here, lady. I do not ful y understand it myself,” Lara said candidly. 

“But it was obviously meant I be here else the curse of Usi would not be lifted.” 

Lady Persis nodded. “I wil  admit that what you have accomplished here has been beneficial

to the people of Terah,” she said. “I was taught that magic was wicked, yet yours seems not to

be. And my brother, Arik, is favorable to a marriage between you and my son, Magnus.” 

“My magic is naught but for good, lady. I do not practice the dark arts although the sorcerer Usi

was a man who did. But those who use the darkness eventual y fal  into it, and are lost. I walk

in the light.” 

“I have been told faerie women only give children to those they love. Is this true? My son must

have heirs.” 

“I wil  give them to him when the time is propitious, lady. I gave Vartan a son and a daughter,” 

Lara said. 

“Where are they?” Persis wanted to know. 

“With their father’s people. I could not take them with me on this quest,” Lara said to the older

woman. “My son may one day be leader of the Fiacre clan.” 

Lady Persis nodded. “You did what was best for them. I can see that,” she replied. “I left Sirvat

when she was just a little girl. I know there are those who think badly of me for it, and perhaps

they are right. I loved Magnus’s father, Ejnar. When he died I thought I might, too, but I did not. I

went on because I was supposed to do so. But Sirvat is her father’s image. Each day I looked

at this child I had not intended bearing, and I found myself beginning to hate her. She was

alive, and Ejnar was not. I protected her the best way I knew how.” 

“You left her to her brother, and went to Narda’s home,” Lara said. “Do you stil  hate her?” 

“No! How could I? Magnus was a far better influence for Sirvat than I ever would have been. 

She is the sweetest of my daughters because I had virtual y nothing to do with her upbringing.” 

Persis laughed almost bitterly. “It would appear I lost not only my husband, but a daughter as

wel  because I could not resign myself to my own fate. You at least gave up your children for a

noble cause, Lara.” 

“But I cannot forget them,” Lara said softly. 

“Nor should you!” Persis told her. “When my son told me that he would marry you I was

angered, for I thought he should have a Terahn maiden to wife, and certainly not a Hetarian. 

But I see now that Magnus is wiser than I ever was. My brother is right. Arik says you wil  help

Magnus to become Terah’s greatest Dominus.” 

Magnus to become Terah’s greatest Dominus.” 

“The High Priest honors me,” Lara said. “If Magnus becomes Terah’s greatest Dominus it wil

be because of his own efforts. I wil  take no credit for his accomplishments, lady.” 

Persis laughed softly. “You are very clever,” she noted. “I can see you wil  manage my son to

his best advantage. He wil  be fortunate in you. I give you my blessing, Lara.” 

“Give us both your blessing, lady. I know it would please the Dominus greatly to know you

approve.” 

“Nonsense! He couldn’t care a whit what I think,” Lady Persis declared, “but I thank you for

saying it. And I wil  fol ow your good advice.” 

Lara rose. “Then I wil  see you before you depart on the morrow, lady.” 

“You take pleasures together, of course,” the older woman said. 

Lara nodded as she set her goblet back down. 

“His father was a marvelous lover,” Lady Persis said. 

“Then his son surely takes after him,” Lara replied with a smile, and she left the Dominus’s

mother alone. They had tested each other, and Lara knew that Persis would now leave her in

peace. Her original motive might have been to control her son’s future, but Lara could see that

in her strange way Persis loved Magnus, and wanted what was best for him. Twice she had

mentioned that Arik approved of Lara. It was good to learn she had the High Priest of Terah on

her side should she ever need him, as perhaps she would one day. She hurried through the

castle to tel  Magnus of her meeting with his mother. 

She found him in his private gardens enjoying the night. Sitting next to him she slipped her

hand into his. “Your mother and I have made our peace. She would give us her blessing in the

morning before she leaves.” 

“Did you bewitch her?” he asked in an amused tone. 

“She is intel igent in her own way, and it seems your uncle has much influence with her, my lord

Dominus,” Lara told him. “He has told her a marriage between us is for the good of Terah. We

talked on many things, but they are women’s things, and would be of no interest to you. Just

know she wil  make no difficulties between us.” 

“I want to go to Hetar,” he said, surprising her. Turning he tipped her face up so he might look

into her eyes. 

“Why?” she asked, though she had herself considered taking him to Hetar. 

“You want me to populate al  the land beyond the mountains with Outlanders,” he began. “I want

to know these people before I let you bring them here. And it is always better that a man knows

his enemy. Hetar, should they learn of us, wil  be our enemy. I want to see the City. I want to

know what it is I may have to face one day.” 

“Do you trust me?” Lara asked him. 

“Of course,” he replied without hesitation, “but I must see for myself. I have given you my word, 

faerie woman, and I wil  keep that word. But let me see first. Do you understand?” 

“Aye,” she said slowly, “I do. You are wise, my lord Dominus. Wil  we wed before this journey, 

or after? I wil  leave the choice up to you.” 

“Before,” he said. “I wil  take no chances on losing you, Lara.” His fingers stroked her face

gently. “Wil  you agree?” 

“You said the Dominus must wed with much pomp and show,” Lara reminded him. “If you wish

that then we cannot go to Hetar until the spring. I do not believe the Shadow Princes can hold

back the danger that long.” 

“Then we wil  bring the Outlanders here before the winter sets in. They wil  be safe, and in the

spring you and I wil  go to Hetar,” the Dominus said. 

“It wil  take a great act of combined magic,” Lara told him. “I must speak with Kaliq on the

dream plane once again.” 

“Not tonight,” he said softly. And his hand began to undo her simple gown. “Tonight is for love, 

faerie woman. Tonight I would exchange pleasures with you.” 

“Would you play at being my husband then?” she teased him gently, her fingers caressing the

back of his neck. 

“I am your husband,” Magnus murmured against her mouth, his eyes meeting hers. “We but

lack Arik’s formal blessing, my faerie love. I know the Great Creator smiles on our union, Lara. 

And before we go to Hetar in the springtime we wil  have a proper wedding.” He undid the last

fastening on her gown and it slipped to the ground. Pul ing her naked body against him, he

kissed her. 

It was good, Lara realized. This was where she was meant to be. In Terah. In the strong arms

of Magnus Hauk. Her lips softened beneath his, and suddenly their tongues were at play. She

murmured softly as his big hands fastened themselves about the twin moons of her bottom. 

His fingers dug into her flesh, kneading it gently. She could feel the desire in his very fingertips. 

He felt her yielding, felt her need. His own need was burgeoning beneath his gown. Laying her

back on the marble bench he straddled her as he pul ed off the long tunic he had worn that day, 

tossing it on the gravel path. 

Lara half sat and began licking at his broad chest, nibbling teasingly at his nipples. Impatient

he took her head between his hands, and began kissing her face. Her hands began to fondle

his great manhood; stroking it, her subtle fingers playing with his seed sacs, rol ing them in her

palm, marveling at their size. 

“Faerie witch,” he groaned. “I want to be inside of you.” 

“Not yet, my lord,” she whispered hotly in his ear, licking it playful y. 

“Tel  me what you want,” he demanded. 

“Know my flesh,” Lara told him. “Taste me al  over. I want to feel your tongue on me, my lord

and my love.” 

She lay back again, and he began to tongue her. The dampness covered her breasts, and he

blew on her wet nipples causing them to pucker tightly. Unable to help himself he suckled hard

on each in turn before beginning his further exploration of her lush body. Lara closed her eyes, 

and reveled in the touch of his warm tongue. Slowly it roamed across her torso, and bel y, and

then he blew on her again causing smal  frissons of delight to ripple down her spine. The

tongue slipped down her leg in a single smooth motion, pushing between the toes of each

foot. Then his tongue swept upwards again. 

“Oh, Magnus!” Lara breathed. 

Reaching her smooth pink mons he placed a long hot kiss upon it. Then his tongue sought out

the purple-shadowed slit and ran down it. He was almost dizzy with the heady musk of her

body. And his own desire was greater than it had previously been. 

His tongue pushed between her nether lips, seeking out the most sensitive spot on her body. 

Her smal  sharp cry told him he had succeeded. His dark blond head was buried deep

between her thighs. He pul ed her flesh open to his sight. She was milky with her juices. His

mouth fastened about the tiny nub, and he began to suck her. 

It was as if she had been struck with lightning. The sharp enjoyment pulsed through her as his

mouth demanded more of her than any man ever had. And to her surprise Lara found she was

wil ing to give him what he wanted. Her mouth opened in a scream. He sucked on her flesh al

the harder, and a fierce tingle surged through her, leaving her helpless to him. And then he was

pul ing himself up, and she was beneath him again. Slowly, slowly he pushed into her body. 

Lara could scarcely breathe. He was so very big, and she reveled in his size as her body

opened gradual y to accommodate him. She could feel herself responding almost violently to

the invasion, and then he was completely sheathed. Hands captured her head. 

“Look at me,” he growled. “I want to see the pleasure in your eyes when your desire peaks, my

faerie love. I want to lose myself in that green sea, Lara.” 

He fil ed her so ful , and his lover’s rod throbbed and burned within her. At first she could not

open her eyes. Her lids were lethargic, as if her eyelashes weighed heavily on her cheeks. But

then she managed to lift her lids, and looking into the turquoise-blue eyes staring back at her, 

Lara shuddered with release. Magnus laughed softly and began to move skil ful y within her. 

Her love juices were so heavy that the bench grew wet beneath them. The smal  release she

had previously experienced had not sated her. Indeed she felt more need than before. Her

nails dug first into his shoulders, and then began to rake down his back with her insistence. 

“Oh, please! Please!” she gasped. 

“Faerie witch!” he panted with his own urgency. “A moment more, for you are too delicious to

waste so quickly.” 

“We have the whole night!” she sobbed. “I wil  raise your lust again.” 

“How?” he groaned. He was close and he knew it. 

She softly whispered the words in his ear. “I wil  take you between my lips, my lord Dominus, 

and I promise you that you wil  desire me again very quickly. I know how to stoke a man’s

hungers.” She licked his ear. 

His juices exploded forth, mingling with hers, and he shouted with the hot sweet pleasure they

had just attained. For several minutes they lay panting and gasping with the fulfil ment they had

given each other. 

Final y Lara managed to speak. “Magnus, you are crushing me.” 

Slowly he pul ed himself off of her. He was drained. Weakened. He had never been as

satisfied by a woman as he was with Lara, and he sensed that it was the same for her as wel . 

The night had darkened, and the sky above them was studded with stars. 

Magnus managed to stand on his feet. He swayed briefly but did not fal . Reaching down he

pul ed Lara up. “Come,” he said. “We wil  bathe, and then you wil  do to me what you have

promised, my faerie witch.” 

Lara leaned heavily against him. Then she whispered in his ear again. “Shal  I suck you dry, my

lord Dominus?” 

“Yes!” he said through gritted teeth. “Yes!” He almost dragged her into his apartments and

through to the bath. They bathed each other with large soapy sea sponges. When they had

rinsed the scented foam from their bodies she knelt before him and took his lover’s rod into

her mouth. Her lips closed tightly about his flesh, and she began to suckle upon him. He

groaned with both pleasure and surprise as he felt himself growing hard again. Her lips and

mouth worked him into a fever. Her tongue licked the great pil ar of flesh, and swirled about his

seed sacs playful y. Before he might rethink the situation, she was sucking upon him with such

insistence that he was unable to control himself, and Lara drank down his juices with such

fierce relish he felt as weak as a maid. 

Standing she kissed him, her tongue pushing into his mouth, and he tasted himself on her. 

Then without a word she rinsed them both again with the fragrant water. “Shal  I sleep by your

side tonight, my lord Magnus?” she asked him sweetly. 

“Aye,” he managed to grind out as he took her hand to lead her to his bedchamber. 

He was confused. Never before had he felt himself out of control, and yet he had been in those

few minutes in which Lara had pleasured him so wildly and so sweetly. He had been driven

almost mad by her warm mouth, her facile tongue. He was not certain he liked being out of

control, and in her care. Oh, other women had done to him what she had done. But never so

completely. 

“What is it?” she asked as she climbed into his bed. “Did I not please you?” 

“If you had pleased me any more I should have died,” he told her honestly, “but I felt I had no

command of our passion.” 

Lara laughed softly. “You didn’t,” she told him. “I was in complete authority, Magnus. Did it

frighten you to be dominated, my lord Dominus?” 

“Faerie witch,” he said looming over her. “I was not so much frightened as surprised to find

myself in such a position.” 

“Women often find themselves in such a position, Magnus, but as confusing as it was to you, 

you trusted me. Trust wil  be the cornerstone of our love,” she told him. 

“Who taught you that?” he wanted to know. 

“Kaliq and his brothers,” Lara answered him. Then seeing the look on his face she continued, 

“I wil  never lie to you, Magnus. I do not love Kaliq, but he is my mentor. I need him, for I know I

have not yet attained my ful  powers. I use my powers for good, and what lies ahead of me, of

us, is yet shrouded even to my eyes. But I know I wil  need al  those powers and al  my strength

to fight the darkness that is coming.” 

“And I wil  stand by your side to fight with you, my faerie love,” he promised her. “I know I have

no cause to fear or be jealous of the Shadow Prince, but I am only a mortal, Lara. Mortals are

weak. They can be tempted by al  kinds of emotions.” 

“I know,” she replied, “but I wil  try not to give you cause to be tempted. Unless, of course, you

wish to be tempted by me,” Lara teased him. 

“You have exhausted me, faerie witch,” he chuckled, “and I am not ashamed to admit it.” He

pul ed her into his arms so that her golden head rested upon his shoulder. “Go to sleep now, 

Lara. You must speak with your al ies tomorrow, and we must prepare to bring your Outland

clans to Terah before the winter sets in.” 

Lara fel  asleep, a hundred thoughts whirling about in her mind. Awakening with the dawn she

felt logy, and she had a headache. Rising, she found her gown in the garden and hurried back

through the castle to her room in the Women’s Quarters. Magnus’s family would be departing

in a few hours, and Lady Persis had promised her blessing. She needed to look like a woman

worthy to be the Domina of Terah, and not like something spat out by the sea on the shore of

the fjord. 

She stripped off her gown and quickly washed her face and hands. Then she took up her

brush, and brushed her long golden hair until it was silken smooth again, free of its tangles. 

Careful y she plaited her hair into a single thick braid, fastening the end with a smal  bejeweled

silver band. Then she chose a gown of sky-blue from her wardrobe, and put it on along with a

pair of silver sandals. She could hear the sounds of the other women stirring. She hurried from

her chamber and into the day room to find the servants bringing forth food for a meal. 

“Is there enough variety, my lady?” a servant asked her. 

“Should you not ask the lady Sirvat?” she said, and then she remembered that Sirvat no longer

inhabited the Women’s Quarters. She lived in her own apartment with her husband. She

blushed. “Yes, yes, there is an excel ent variety,” she told the servant. Obviously the servants

had begun to consider her the lady of the castle. How interesting. 

Lady Persis, fol owed by her daughters Narda and Aselma, entered the chamber cal ing their

good mornings. Lara responded, gesturing them to take their places at the table. The

Dominus’s mother looked approvingly at the display of foods decorating the table. Catching

Lara’s eyes she nodded with a smile. 

“Oh, honey cakes!” Aselma said reaching for the plate containing them. 

“Wil  you always have that sweet tooth?” Narda said almost critical y. 

Aselma bit into the delicacy, a smile lighting up her face. “Yes,” she said. 

“Girls,” Lady Persis murmured warningly. She turned to Lara. “Do you have sisters?” she

asked. 

“Nay, but I have two half brothers. Mikhail is my father’s son by my stepmother, Susanna. He

was stil  a baby when I left the City. Cirilo is my mother’s son by her consort. He wil  rule the

Forest Faeries one day,” Lara explained. She noted that both Narda and Aselma had grown

wide-eyed as she spoke. “I hardly know either of them, but my mother wil  rule for many years, I

know.” 

“Your mother is a queen?” Lady Persis inquired. 

“Did Magnus not tel  you? My mother is Ilona, queen of the Forest Faeries in Hetar. That is

where I have obtained my faerie blood. My father is a Crusader Knight.” 

“What is that?” Narda could not contain her curiosity. 

“In Hetar the military leaders are cal ed Crusader Knights. They command an army of common

soldiers cal ed Mercenaries. My father was a Mercenary who ascended into the ranks of the

Crusader Knights at the tri-annual tournament for new leaders. I was sold into slavery in order

that he have his opportunity.” 

“You were a slave?” Aselma did not know whether to be shocked or not. 

“Briefly,” Lara replied. “Why, Aselma, you have hardly eaten a thing, and you have a long

journey ahead of you today. In fact you must leave soon if you are to reach your own home by

nightfal .” 

Lady Persis smiled to herself. Her son’s bride-to-be was clever to change the subject from

herself to Aselma so easily. She watched as her daughters quickly ate their meal. Her eyes

met Lara’s briefly, and a smal  smile touched the younger woman’s lips. Lady Persis almost

laughed aloud, but had she done so she would have had to explain the jest to her daughters, 

and they seemed to lack her acuity. 

When the Dominus’s mother and sisters were ready to depart Magnus escorted them down to

the waterside. There in the presence of many witnesses Lady Persis gave her blessing to her

son, and to Lara. She bid Sirvat and Corrado farewel , wishing them long life and many

children. Her elder daughters did the same, but Sirvat was more stranger than sibling to them. 

Then Lady Persis and her family embarked upon their vessels and sailed off down the fjord. 

“Wel , I suppose I won’t see her for another few years,” Sirvat said sharply. 

“She’l  come when you have your first child,” Lara assured her friend. 

“She’l  come before then,” the Dominus said. “Do you think she would miss our wedding, 

faerie woman?” 

“Ohh, when are you getting married?” Sirvat asked excitedly. 

“Soon!” the Dominus said. 

“I don’t know yet,” Lara said. 

Corrado chuckled. “I see no meeting of the minds has been achieved between you both. But

then, the wedding of a Dominus should be a grand event, and it does take time to plan such

an event.” 

“There are other considerations,” Lara murmured. 

“And conditions which wil  be met,” Magnus said. 

“First,” Lara replied with emphasis. 

“Agreed,” the Dominus promised. 

“I wil  help you with the planning,” Sirvat said. “We could start today!” 

Lara laughed. “Your bridegroom is just home from the sea, and you would leave him to plan a

wedding for which a date hasn’t even been set?” 

Together the two couples walked from the fjord quayside back to the platform that would bring

them back into the castle itself. Stepping on it they were raised up by the giant whose task it

was to operate the lift. 

“You love him. He loves you,” Sirvat said. “What else matters?” 

“Go and take pleasures with your bridegroom, little sister,” the Dominus said as they stepped

from the platform and reentered the castle proper. “Lara and I need to talk.” 

He held out his hand, and Lara placed her smal  hand into his big one. When they had arrived

at the Dominus’s private quarters, and were once again alone, Magnus asked her, “Must you

contact Prince Kaliq on the dream plane? Can you not reach him another way?” 

“I have never attempted to cal  him through other means, but I could try, my lord Dominus,” Lara

said. He was jealous, and she knew it. Yet it accomplished no purpose to al ow him to become

antagonistic towards Kaliq. “My mother taught me a thought spel  to bring an individual into my

presence. I have never used it for I enjoy the dream plane, but if it wil  content you I wil  use it

now.” 

“I trust you!” he said quickly. 

“I know.” Lara smiled. “Now take me to an enclosed chamber so none may see what I am

doing. Would you like to remain?” 

“No,” he said quickly. Then he led her to a smal  windowless room within his own apartments. “I

wil  await you outside the door,” he said. 

“Good, for I may seek your counsel while I speak with Kaliq,” Lara told him. Then she kissed

his mouth softly and entered the little chamber, closing the door behind her. Looking about she

saw there were two carved chairs, and a table inlaid in mother-of-pearl. A tapestry hung upon

one wal . It was obvious this place was used for conversations of the utmost privacy. She

turned toward a smooth blank wal , and silently thought the spel . 

 Kaliq of the Shadows heed my call. Come to me from out yon wall. 

Lara waited, and then just as she was considering that perhaps the spel  had not worked the

Shadow Prince appeared. “Magnus is jealous of the dream plane,” she explained before he

could ask. 

“Mortals,” the Shadow Prince murmured wearily. “Now tel  me what it is you need of me, my

love.” 

“You know that I believe my destiny is to prevent another war between Hetar and the Outlands,” 

she began. “It is now time to accomplish that.” 

“It is,” Kaliq agreed. “I told you we cannot hold back Hetar for much longer. The effort has

weakened us, Lara. We must soon let go if we are to regain our strength.” 

“Wil  Gaius Prospero invade before the winter?” Lara wondered. 

“Nay, there is no indication of it, and we would know if there were,” Kaliq said. 

“Al  indications are that he plans his invasion as a spring event. And he wil  not come through

the mountains this time. He wil  come through the Coastal Kingdom.” 

“What?” Lara was shocked. “Archeron would never permit it.” 

“Archeron is very il , and Arcas now rules in his name. I believe Archeron is being poisoned

slowly to make his death appear a natural sickening. It is said he has never recovered from his

wife’s death,” the Shadow Prince explained. 

“Arcas is ever the fool,” Lara responded. “He imperils their secret by al owing Hetarians of

other provinces into the coastal lands. And that wil  endanger us.” 

“He has ordered that come the spring none of their trading vessels may set sail. And he even

plans to hide the ships up the coast from the palaces of the kings so Hetar’s armies may not

see them,” Kaliq continued. “We have our spies listening and watching.” 

“So Hetar wil  invade through the Felan lands,” Lara said slowly. “It is a good plan, Kaliq. The

Felan clan families are gentle folk, and as mild as their sheep unless provoked. Such an

attack would be total y unexpected. Hetar could easily sweep through the Outlands through the

Felan first, and then attack the Tormod and Piaras from two sides. They would wipe them out, 

for Gaius Prospero wil  certainly hold a grudge against them for the last defeat he suffered at

their hands. He could set an example to al  who would consider defiance by annihilating those

two clan families. The rest he wil  enslave, and many more wil  die rather than suffer such a

fate.” 

“We have the strength to move the Outlands and their people here to Terah now,” Kaliq said

quietly. “If we do it quickly we can spend the winter regaining our energies so we may be of

use in the future. Gaius Prospero has rebuilt a huge mercenary force by promising them much

when spring comes. If he does not deliver they wil  kil  him. He has wheedled and bribed many, 

Lara. Hetar is close to anarchy.” 

“I wil  have to return to the Outlands to speak with the leaders of the High Council, Kaliq. I must

go and come by means of magic for there is no other way as we have not much time. It is

almost autumn, and the Gathering wil  soon be held. That is a good place for me to meet with

them.” 

“And the Dominus?” 

“We must bring him with us, Kaliq. He desires to meet the clan family lords,” Lara said. 

“Wil  he keep his promise to you?” 

“How do you know he made me a promise?” she asked with a smal  smile. 

He chuckled. “Let us just say I have my ways of knowing such things,” he teased her. “Besides, 

you are planning to wed him, are you not? You would not have agreed to his proposal had he

not agreed to your conditions, my love.” 

“Then you wil  take him with us?” she said. 

The Shadow Prince nodded. “Speak with him and set a time. Then recal  me, and I wil

transport us to the Gathering. They wil  resist you, you know. You may not be able to save them

al ,” Kaliq warned her. 

“I know,” Lara said. “But I wil  save as many as I can. It is al  I can do.” 

“He awaits you impatiently outside the portal to this chamber. Cal  him to us,” the prince said. 

Lara leaned forward, and kissed the prince upon the cheek. “What would I do without you, 

Kaliq?” she asked him. 

He laughed almost rueful y. “Soon the pupil wil  outstrip the master,” he said. 

“Never!” Lara replied softly. Then she arose, and opened the door to admit Magnus Hauk. 

“Come in, my lord Dominus. We have matters to discuss.” 

“How do you arrive in the middle of my castle?” the Dominus asked the prince, shaking his

hand as he came forward to join them. 

“Your future Domina cast a tiny spel ,” Kaliq answered. “I wil  always come when she cal s me, 

Magnus Hauk.” 

The Dominus laughed. “You wil  not intimidate me for al  your magic, Kaliq of the Shadows. 

While magic amazes me, it no longer frightens me.” 

The prince chuckled. 

“If you two are finished playing boy games,” Lara said, “we wil  speak on the Outlands, and

their people.” She fixed them both with a stern look. The two men grew silent, but the glance

they shared was one of coconspirators. Lara ignored it and began. 

“Magnus, you have spoken of your desire to know the people of the Outlands. Shortly they wil

come together for a yearly meeting cal ed the Gathering. This is an ideal time for us to go to

them, and offer them a new homeland beyond the mountain range you cal  Emerald. Kaliq and

I agree we must transport them before the winter sets in for Hetar means to invade the

Outlands come spring. 

“Archeron, the oldest and most senior of the Coastal Kings, is very il . Kaliq believes he is

being poisoned by his son, Arcas, who has taken his place. Arcas has promised Gaius

Prospero access to the Outlands through the lands of the Felan which border the Coastal

province of Hetar. This is a terrible betrayal, for the Coastal Kings have always lived in

concord with the Felan. And such an attack wil  constitute a great surprise to the Outlands. The

Hetar Mercenaries can sweep over the lands unimpeded. And as they reach the Purple

Mountains, Hetar wil  attack the Tormod and the Piaras from two sides. Kaliq is more than

aware of how the mind of Gaius Prospero works. This emperor of Hetar wil  slay al  the

Tormod and the Piaras for he certainly holds them directly responsible for Hetar’s loss to the

Outlands in the Winter War.” 

“You have been protecting the Outlands since Lara’s departure, haven’t you?” the Dominus

asked the Shadow Prince. 

“We have,” Kaliq responded, “but even we grow weary, and need our energies restored. Our

advantage has been that no one is aware of our part in the Outlands’ seeming invincibility. If

we can make this transfer from the Outlands to Terah before winter sets in then we wil  have

that time to renew our strengths. We wil  be more than ready to stand against Gaius Prospero

when the time comes.” 

“And you can take Lara and me to this Gathering, and return us in safety to Terah?” the

Dominus asked. 

“I can,” Kaliq answered. 

“One thing,” Lara said to the two men. “No one can know I have come but for the clan lords. 

Our visit must be a secret one. If Gaius Prospero could subvert Vartan’s brother and his wife, 

who knows what he has promised, and to whom within the population of Outland peoples. The

clan families are not very sophisticated, and have no real idea how guileful Hetarians can be. I

wil  not be responsible for endangering Terah. It is my hope that Hetar wil  never know what

exists on the other side of the Sea of Sagitta. I fear for us al  if they learn. And worse, if they

discovered the Obscura we would certainly not be safe,” she concluded. 

“You do not want to see your children?” Kaliq asked her curious. 

“I wil  see them once they are safe again,” Lara replied. “I wil  reveal myself only to the clan

lords, but first to Rendor of the Felan. He wil  tel  me what has happened in the year I have

been gone. We must seek his wisdom before we speak with the others.” 

“Aye,” Kaliq said, “I agree that would be the best course.” 

“Rendor,” Magnus said slowly. “He was the lord chosen to replace Vartan as head of the High

Council?” 

“Yes,” Lara responded. “Roan of the Aghy desired the position, but we convinced him to

marshal a military force for the Outlands. Rendor has a cool head, but Roan is as hottempered as his red hair indicates. If it had been necessary to treat with Hetar he could not

have done it. Ordinarily he is a peaceful man, but not when his people or his horses are

threatened,” she explained with a smal  smile. 

“Did he desire you?” Magnus asked. 

“Of course,” Lara answered. “But I never desired him, my lord Dominus.” 

“Do al  men who see you desire you?” Magnus demanded. 

Before she might answer Kaliq spoke up. “Men, mortal and otherwise, wil  always desire

Lara,” he said quietly. “But if she pledges herself to you, Magnus Hauk, she wil  be both loyal

and true to you. So you need never ask her such a question again.” 

Lara put a hand on the Dominus’s hand, and looked into his face. “I am yours,” she told him. 

“Never doubt me.” 

“I am the Dominus of Terah, descended from a royal line. I am powerful, and I am obeyed. Yet

having captured my heart, Lara, you rule me, and sometimes I am afraid,” he admitted in a

moment of great candor. 

“I have said I am yours, Magnus, but I have not heard a similar declaration from you. Perhaps it

is I who should be fearful,” Lara told him. 

Kaliq marveled at her. She was an amazing woman. But though she might believe rescuing

the Outlands was her total destiny, it was not. There was much more to come, and she would

one day be more powerful than she could ever imagine. 

“I love you!” the Dominus said. “I am yours! Have I reassured your faerie heart, Lara? Can you

believe we are meant to be together?” 

“Yes,” she said simply. 

“Then let us decide when it is we wil  go to the Outlands,” the Dominus replied. 

“Let me meet with Rendor of the Felan first,” Kaliq suggested. “I wil  tel  him nothing more than

that you wish to speak with him privately, and that he must say nothing of it to anyone else. I wil

explain I fear for spies, possibly even among his own.” 

Lara nodded. “Yes, that would be best,” she agreed. “And I do not have to cal  you again? You

wil  return tomorrow on your own?” 

“I wil  appear in this very chamber tomorrow night at this same hour,” Kaliq said, and as he

spoke he began to fade away into the shadows until he was no longer there. 

“Now that is a talent I should like to learn,” Magnus Hauk said to Lara, and she laughed. 
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KALIQ, PRINCE OF SHADOWS, met with Rendor of the Felan on the dream plane. 

“Why do you disturb my rest?” the lord of the Outlands High Council asked him. 

“Because here I know we two are safe from being overheard,” Kaliq responded. “There is

great danger ahead, Rendor, but the Outland peoples can be spared. Lara wishes to speak

with you before the Gathering. If al  goes wel  then she wil  appear to the clan lords only at the

Gathering. Her presence must remain a secret.” 

“There have been rumors from the Coastal Kings that Lara is dead,” Rendor replied, “but

frankly I never believed it. I do not trust Archeron’s son.” 

“You are wise not to trust him, for he lies, and he has betrayed his father,” Kaliq replied. “Come

the spring he wil  al ow the mercenary army of Hetar to invade the Outlands through the

Coastal province. Lara can save you if you wil  let her. What say you, Rendor of the Felan?” 

“Of course I wil  speak with her!” Rendor exclaimed. “Lara is the true leader of the Outland clan

families. Is she al  right? And where is she?” 

Kaliq chortled, amused, but then he said, “Lara crossed the Sea of Sagitta to its other side. 

There exists a land cal ed Terah. It is ruled by the Dominus. Lara wil  soon be his wife. Her

magic has increased greatly and she has the loyalty of the Terahns, for she has lifted a terrible

curse from them. Have you a place within your house where we wil  not be seen by prying

eyes? And a time when you wil  not be disturbed?” 

Rendor considered. Then he said, “The safest place would be the cel ar of my house. There is

an interior room there where we store vegetables in the winter months. If we met in the middle

of the night it is unlikely anyone would disturb us, my lord Prince. How soon can we meet?” 

“Tomorrow night, Rendor, for time is of the essence in this matter,” Kaliq responded. “Fix the

time for the first hour after midnight. We wil  be awaiting you.” 

“Agreed,” Rendor said, and then he awoke to see the dawn beginning to break outside of his

windows. Beside him Rahil snored comfortably. Rendor of the Felan lay upon his back, and

considered if his dream had been real, or if he had imagined it.  Well,  he thought to himself,  I

 shall know in the hour after midnight,  but instinct told him the dream had been a truth. 

Because of the power of the Shadow Princes they had al  forgotten that the Outlands were in

grave danger. Something was changing, something important. 

He arose from his bed and went about his duties, and the day that fol owed seemed unusual y

long. He mediated a dispute between two of his shepherds that could have erupted into a

serious matter. He inspected the sheep that they would take to the Gathering to sel , animals

now too old for breeding but acceptable for eating, or for their wool. Rahil noticed his

restlessness and inquired upon it, but he assured her that al  was wel . He was simply anxious

to set out for the Gathering. She accepted his explanation with a smile and a nod, but he knew

she did not believe him. Stil , Rahil did know that when he wanted to speak he would speak, 

and so she let the matter rest. 

When the evening meal was over and the board cleared away, Rendor remained by the fire as

was his custom. Rahil sat across from him at her loom, weaving. Final y she arose, kissed

him, and bid him good-night. She knew her husband’s custom was to remain in his hal  alone

before he made his final rounds to be certain al  was secure. If he desired pleasures from her

he awakened her when he came to their bed. Rendor dozed lightly, but then with the discipline

that was his he woke himself at the proper time. Rising he made his way through the house, 

making certain al  was locked and barred, snuffing the lights, banking the fire. And when he

had completed his rounds he took a smal  lamp, and made his way down into his cel ar, 

remembering to close the door behind him. The cel ar was cool, and the earth beneath his feet

had a dampness that seemed to seep through the soles of his boots. As he approached the

smal  enclosed chamber he saw a light flickering from beneath the door. Opening it he

stepped into the room. Kaliq and Lara stood there, glowing in the darkness of the root cel ar. 

“Rendor!” Lara came forward, put her arms about him and kissed his cheeks. 

“You are not dead!” Rendor said, his voice openly relieved. 

She laughed. “No, old friend, I am not dead. Is that what is believed of me?” 

“Rumors from the Coastal Kingdom,” he said. “Faint, but perceptible.” 

“Arcas has no subtlety,” Lara remarked. “Kaliq tel s me Archeron is being slowly poisoned.” 

“I did not know that,” Rendor answered her, turning to glare at Kaliq. 

The Shadow Prince shrugged. “What could you do to help? You wil  soon learn you have

troubles of your own.” 

“Could you not save him?” Rendor asked. “He is our friend.” 

“You real y should,” Lara agreed. “Archeron is the only one of the Coastal Kings who can hold

the province together. Arcas is ambitious only for himself. He wil  reveal their secret even

without meaning to, ruining the balance of trade, and then Terah wil  be endangered as wel . 

Move him to your palace before it is too late, Kaliq.” 

“Very wel ,” the prince agreed. “I wil  leave you here with Rendor while I complete the task. My

powers can only do so much from a distance these days.” And then he was gone. 

Rendor turned back to Lara, and suddenly realized another man, a very large man, was now

standing by her side. Before he might speak, Lara did. 

“My lord Dominus, may I present to you Rendor, Lord of the Felan, and head of the Outlands

High Council. Rendor, this is Magnus Hauk, the Dominus of Terah.” 

The two men sized one another up, and then Rendor said, “I apologize for my hospitality, 

Magnus Hauk, but this meeting, I was told, necessitated caution.” 

“I understand,” the Dominus responded. He then held out his hand. “I greet you in friendship, 

Rendor of the Felan.” 

“I greet you in friendship, Magnus Hauk, Dominus of Terah,” Rendor replied, firmly grasping

the hand held out to his before releasing it. He turned again to Lara. “Kaliq said there was

great danger. That Hetar wil  invade the Outlands in the spring, coming through the Coastal

Kingdom.” 

“Yes,” Lara responded, “and you cannot fight them, Rendor. They wil  destroy al  resistance, 

and confiscate your lands and your chattel. The women and children who survive wil  be taken

in slavery. The Outlands as we know it wil  soon cease to exist. The Shadow Princes are

wearied with their hidden defense of it. They need time to renew their strength for the greater

conflict to come. Terah can help you if you wil  let them.” 

“How?” Rendor asked her. 

Lara slowly and careful y explained, concluding with, “And al  you need do is swear your

al egiance to the Dominus yearly.” 

“And we wil  be separated from the rest of Terah?” Rendor asked. 

“Completely,” Lara told him. “The Tormod and the Piaras wil  have to make their own

arrangements with the Mountain gnomes in the Emerald range of mountains, but they are

good folk, and the gnomes I am told are likewise. As for the plain beyond, it is uninhabited, 

and fertile beyond anything I have ever seen.” 

Rendor sighed. “To leave the Outlands,” he said softly. 

“To continue to live in freedom,” Lara replied. “And everything you possess wil  come with you. 

We wil  transport you by means of magic. The princes wil  use their combined strengths for

you. We wil  take one clan family at a time.” 

“What wil  your people think of this, Magnus Hauk?” Rendor asked. 

“The Terahns live along seven fjords, which are arms of the sea,” Magnus began. “They may

visit back and forth among the vil ages of their own fjords, but they rarely sojourn to the

neighboring fjords, or beyond their own fields. They have no idea what lies beyond the

Emerald mountains now, nor is it likely they wil  know what is there in the future. Terahns are for

the most part insular peoples, and have been content to remain so, Lord Rendor. Resettling

the Outlands clan families beyond the mountains wil  have no effect upon their lives, or their

livelihoods. And your peoples are much like mine, for you keep to yourselves as do we.” 

“There is another sea,” Lara told Rendor. 

“Another sea?” He was total y surprised. 

“Kaliq cal s it Obscura. Its waters lap the sands of his desert as wel  as the shores of Terah. 

The landscape is somewhat different, but it would stil  be familiar. And the shoreline as far as

the eye could see in either direction would be yours. There would be no danger from Hetar for

they do not realize the princes have this sea, which Kaliq tel s me is even wider than Sagitta.” 

“I must see this place,” Rendor said suddenly. “You want me to stand by your side, Lara, 

before the other clan lords, and tel  them that they must give up al  we have ever known. I trust

you, yet…” 

“You need the reassurance of having seen Terah for yourself,” Lara said. “I understand, 

Rendor, and your enthusiasm wil  help me more than your dutiful acquiescence. How long until

you must depart for the Gathering?” 

“Eight days,” Rendor said. “We must go in eight days.” 

Lara nodded. “You shal  see Terah before then, Rendor, I promise you.” Then she smiled at

him. “When I first saw the green plain of Terah I thought of you and your flocks. And of Roan’s

horses, too. The Blathma and the Gitta wil  grow wonderful crops in that fertile land. And Accius

and his Devyn wil  make new songs.” 

“Provided they wil  agree to come,” Rendor remarked. “You know how difficult Floren of the

Blathma can be. He has cultivated his same fields for years, and loves every bit of his land. He

wil  be difficult to persuade.” 

“I can only pray he wil  come,” Lara replied. “But if he wil  not then he must be left behind to

face the Mercenaries of Hetar. They wil  rape his women, and trample his flowers into the very

earth he loves.” 

“None of the Outlands families can be left behind,” Magnus Hauk said quietly. “If this Floren wil

not agree to come he must nonetheless be transported with his people for we can leave no

one to tel  where the others have gone. Or else he must be slain. I wil  only do this if my own

people are not endangered by Hetar.” 

“Agreed!” Rendor said. “We cannot al ow our new life to be destroyed before we have even

begun it, nor can we imperil the Terahns who wil  shelter us, albeit unknowingly.” 

Suddenly Kaliq stepped from the shadows, and back into their view. “Archeron is now resting

in my palace,” he said. “And I have spoken with our representatives to the High Council in the

City, tel ing them where he is so Arcas cannot give it out that his father has died.” 

“Thank you!” Rendor said. 

“What have you decided while I was gone?” Kaliq wanted to know. 

“Rendor would see Terah and its plain before we address the Outlands Council at the

Gathering,” Lara told the prince. 

“Fair enough, but we must do it on the dream plane,” the prince said. He turned to Rendor. 

“We must conserve our powers for the transport,” he explained. “But within the dream plane

Lara can show you al  you seek to see. It is easier, and less intrusive. Can you comply?” 

“You wil  feel the grass beneath your boots, and smel  the sweetness of the air, I promise you,” 

Lara said. “My magic can do that for you.” 

“When?” he asked her. 

“I wil  come for you tomorrow night while you sleep, Rendor,” Lara promised him. “And my lord

Magnus wil  be with me.” She smiled as she felt the Dominus squeeze her hand. She had

known his jealousy would surface unless he was included. 

“I wil  be ready,” Rendor said. 

“Then we must go,” Lara told him. 

“Wil  you take your children from the Fiacre?” he asked her. 

Lara shook her head. “If Dil on is to fol ow in his father’s footsteps one day he must remain

with his clan family.” 

“And your daughter?” 

“Anoush knows only Noss as her mother. When she is older she wil  know who I am, but not

now,” Lara replied. “They are wel ?” 

“They are,” Rendor said watching with surprise as his visitors began to fade away, and the

light that had surrounded them dimmed into darkness. He was left with the smal  lamp in his

hand casting its feeble glow about the little storage chamber, almost as if he had imagined the

whole scene. But he knew he hadn’t. Turning about, Rendor exited the room, closing the door

behind him, climbing the stairs back up to the hal . He did not join Rahil for some time, but sat

before the banked fire considering al  that he had learned and heard this night. 

It would not be easy to convince the others that they must migrate from the lands they had

always known, across a great sea and into a new place. It would be very difficult to convince

them of the danger from Hetar. The magic of the Shadow Princes in protecting the Outlands

had been discreet, invisible to the eye. He could already hear Floren of the Blathma

questioning whether the Shadow Princes had real y been involved in their safety, or if it had al

been a ruse meant to put them in their debt. Rendor sighed. They would be leaving everything

they ever knew. 

And then he remembered what Lara had promised. It would al  be transported to the Terahn

plain. Only the lands about them would be unfamiliar. Everything else would be the same. But

would it? And was the land as perfect as Lara was implying? And was it safe? She mentioned

nothing of weather, or wild beasts. These were things that also had to be considered. Better

that which they knew than that which they did not. Could not Hetar share the Outlands with the

clan families? 

Final y Rendor went to his bed, and slept heavily. The day that fol owed seemed to go even

more slowly than the one before. But at last it was night, and he was once again alone in his

hal . Completing his duties he sought out his bed, and being weary with his concern he fel

quickly asleep. 

“Rendor?” 

It was Lara’s voice. The Felan clan lord opened his eyes, and found himself on a foggy plain. “I

am here,” he answered her. 

“Good!” Lara said appearing by his side. Then with a wave of her hand she cleared the mists

surrounding them, and there spread before him was the most beautiful land he had ever seen. 

“It is so green,” he told her, and she laughed. 

“Aye, it is,” she agreed. 

He bent down, and pul ed several stalks of grass from the earth. The ground beneath was dark

and loamy. Rendor chewed on the grass. It was sweet. 

“Are you making this so?” he asked her. 

“I am merely al owing you to know the truth I speak of this place,” Lara said. 

“Show me the sea,” Rendor said. 

Lara waved her hand again and they were standing on a high bluff overlooking a broad beach

of smooth golden sand. Beyond it stretched a turquoise sea. The air surrounding them was

warm and fresh, the wind gentle. 

Rendor breathed deeply. “I can smel  the sea,” he said. 

“Yes,” she answered him. Nothing more. 

“The mountains?” he queried her. 

Lara pointed, and Rendor fol owed the direction of her finger. The Emerald range was even

farther away than the Purple Mountains of the Outlands. The Terahn plain was obviously larger

than their own. The clan families would have more land for their flocks and herds, for

cultivation. He had to admit he was impressed. 

“There is no magic in what I see?” he queried Lara. 

“The only magic I have used is that which al ows me to show you what Magnus and I have

promised you,” Lara answered him. “The Terahn plain, the Sea of Obscura, the Emerald

Mountains are al  exactly as I have shown it to you, Rendor.” 

“If you can do this, then make it happen,” Rendor said. “I have no need to engage in a war with

Hetar, nor have any of the clan families.” 

“Magnus and I wil  come to you on the second night of the Gathering. Cal  a confidential

meeting of the clan lords. We wil  present our case then,” Lara said. 

“Your Dominus is right. They must al  agree for no one can be left behind to even hint at where

we have gone,” Rendor said. 

“None wil  be. I wil  convince even the most difficult skeptic,” Lara promised him. “It is my

destiny, Rendor, to save the clan families. I was born to do this, and I wil ! Failure is not in my

nature. Besides my magic is great now, and the Shadow Princes have not protected the

Outlands al  these months to see your people destroyed now. Have you seen enough, my

friend?” 

“I have,” he told her. 

“Then sleep once more, Rendor of the Felan. I wil  see you soon,” Lara said. 

And he woke up to discover it was morning. He should have felt exhausted, but instead he felt

invigorated, and ful  of excitement. He had sensed that something was changing, and now he

knew what it was. The Terahn plain was beautiful, and the people of the Outlands were going

to be happy there. Happy and safe from Hetar for the first time in their history. For the next few

days he worked to prepare for the trek to the Gathering. His wife, Rahil, remarked on his

newfound vigor as they enjoyed pleasures together one afternoon for the first time in many

weeks. 

“You are like a carefree lad again,” she told him, a pleased smile upon her face. “I quite enjoy

it, Rendor, my husband. It is as if the weight of the world has been lifted from your shoulders.” 

“It has!” Rendor told her. 

“How has this happened?” she wanted to know. 

“You shal  soon know, wife,” he said to her. “But now is not the time.” His fingers tweaked the

large nipple on her big breast. “Now is the time for more pleasures, Rahil!” And he was

suckling upon her while his fingers entertained themselves within her hot wet sheath, and she

moaned with undisguised delight. And when he final y mounted her Rahil could not contain her

cries of satisfaction while those within hearing in the hal  nodded and murmured that Rendor

was stil  as lusty as his finest breeding ram, and that Rahil was a most fortunate woman. 

Days later they left for the Gathering, traveling across the Outlands plain to the Gathering

place. Rendor was pleased to see those clan families who lived farthest away, the Piaras and

the Tormod, had already arrived. Petruso, lord of the Piaras clan, now shared his authority with

his eldest son, Vanko, who spoke for his father. Petruso had had his tongue torn out in the last

Hetarian invasion, rendering him speechless, but he was stil  a fierce fighter. 

Imre, lord of the Tormod, greeted Rendor jovial y. “We almost have our lands restored,” he told

the Lord of the Felan, “but of course Petruso complains it wil  never again be the same,” he

chuckled. “For a man who can no longer speak he has become incredibly vocal.” 

Rendor smiled. “Surely you didn’t think the loss of his tongue would render Petruso silent? He

was always a vocal man, but I do regret the loss of his singing voice. Who else is here?” He

gazed around the encampment. 

“Everyone but the Blathma,” Imre said. “You know Floren is always late because some field or

another needed his final touch before the first frost. He should be here by tomorrow. Why?” 

“We wil  need to have a secret meeting of the clan lords,” Rendor said. “And until it is

concluded it must be kept from public knowledge.” 

Imre’s bushy eyebrow quirked with his unspoken questions. 

“Not here, and not yet,” Rendor said. “And say nothing to the others. I wil  speak with each of

them myself, but you cannot be seen speaking among each other, my friend.” 

“Is it good, or is it bad?” Imre wanted to know. “At least tel  me that.” 

“It is both, but more good in the end, I believe,” Rendor answered him. 

Imre nodded. “You have piqued my curiosity,” he replied. 

Floren and his Blathma clan arrived late that day, surprising everyone. Therefore the general

meeting of the Outlands Council was held that same evening, because once the meeting was

over, the clan families could begin their celebrations of the year just past. The fol owing

morning Rendor went from clan lord to clan lord, cal ing them to a secret meeting late that night

when the celebrations had reached a point where the lords would not be missed. “A smal  tent

has been set up on the outskirts of the camp,” he told them. “Speak to no one about this, not

even your wives and sons. Our very lives may depend upon your silence. I wil  answer no

questions now. And remain sober! This is important business we have to discuss. You cannot

have heads muddled by wine.” 

So the clan lords were careful in their eating and drinking at the evening’s celebration, but no

one noticed, for on this first night feast discretion was usual y thrown to the winds. The

Gathering was the high point of their year. The fires continued to burn high as the revelry

continued late into the night. One by one the clan lords disappeared from the festivities, but no

one noticed. Final y, al  were gathered in the little tent. Liam of the Fiacre. Petruso and Vanko

of the Piaras. Imre of the Tormod. Roan of the Aghy. Floren of the Blathma. Torin of the Gitta. 

Accius of the Devyn. And Rendor of the Felan, their council lord. 

“What is al  the mystery?” Roan wanted to know. “Why could no one know of this meeting?” 

“Because our very lives depend upon this secrecy,” Rendor immediately answered. “Lara, 

come forth.” 

A surprised murmur arose from the men gathered at the sound of Lara’s name, and then her

sudden appearance among them. She was accompanied by Kaliq of the Shadow Princes, 

and a tal  stranger with the look of authority about him. The Outlands lords each fel  to one

knee at the sight of her. Their homage was impressive. 

“Greetings, my lords!” Lara said. “It is good to be among you once again. I thank you for your

courtesy, but please rise and be seated. You al  know Prince Kaliq, and my other companion

is the Dominus of Terah, Magnus Hauk.” 

“What is Terah?” Roan of the Aghy wanted to know. 

“You have heard of the Sea cal ed Sagitta that borders both Rendor’s lands, and the lands of

the Coastal Kings? On the other side of this sea is a wondrous place known as Terah. Magnus

Hauk is its ruler, and I wil  shortly be his wife.” 

“There were rumors that you were dead,” Accius of the Devyn said. 

“Did you make up a death song for me then, Accius?” Lara asked with a smile. 

“We did not believe the rumor,” the lord of the Devyn bards replied with an answering smile. 

“You are the daughter of Ilona, queen of the Forest Faeries. Death cannot claim you yet, Lara.” 

“Why have you returned to us?” Liam of the Fiacre queried. “Have you found your destiny

then?” 

“I have found a portion of my destiny, Liam of the Fiacre,” she replied. “My destiny is to keep

“I have found a portion of my destiny, Liam of the Fiacre,” she replied. “My destiny is to keep

the Outlands clan families from destruction.” 

“Destruction? What destruction?” Floren of the Blathma demanded to know. “We are at peace

with Hetar. What threatens us?” 

“Hetar threatens you, Floren. They mean to invade the Outlands come the spring. Their

mercenary armies wil  come through the province of the Coastal Kings into Felan lands, and

from there into al  of the Outlands. And when they have conquered much of your lands another

attack wil  be launched through the mountains of the Tormod and the Piaras, thus pinning the

remaining Outlands in a two-pronged attack.” 

“We wil  fight Hetar and drive them back as we did before!” Roan of the Aghy declared, 

leaping to his feet. 

“Aye!” his companions chorused. 

“Nay,” Lara told them. “You wil  not. For a year the Shadow Princes have kept the Outlands

safe for you, but even their powers have limits. They can protect you no longer. Gaius

Prospero, Hetar’s emperor, has raised a mighty force to come against you. They wil  be led

and commanded by Hetar’s Crusader Knights. He has expended his own monies to train and

house these men, and Gaius Prospero never does anything that does not yield him a goodly

profit. 

“Hetar suffers from overpopulation, and an inability to feed itself. The people have grown

poorer with each passing day. They can barely subsist, and what little coin they can spare

goes to feed and house them. There is little profit to be made any longer, and profit is the life

blood of Hetar. In order to gain his position Gaius Prospero has promised the people much. 

He has promised them lands to live upon, and lands that wil  feed them. He has promised that

he wil  return Hetar to prosperity. He has already used his power to encroach upon the Forest

Lords, and along the edges of the desert sands belonging to the Shadow Princes. But it is not

enough. He needs the Outlands, and he means to have them.” 

“And why should we not defend our homes, Lara?” Roan asked her. 

“Because if you do you wil  die,” Lara said bluntly. “You wil  die, and those who survive wil  be

sold into slavery. Your flocks, your herds, everything, wil  be given to those Hetarians who

fol ow the mercenary armies into the Outlands. Is this what you desire? The death of the

Outlands clan families?” 

“What other choice can you offer us?” Liam wanted to know. 

“I can take you to Terah,” Lara replied. She turned to the Dominus. “Tel  them, my good lord.” 

“My lands are vast,” Magnus Hauk began. “My people inhabit but a fraction of these lands, and

al  along the fingers of the sea we cal  fjords. Beyond the Emerald Mountains is a vast plain

much like this one. It is fertile, and it is uninhabited. It is bordered by a second sea, larger than

Sagitta. I offer you these lands, my lords, both mountain and plains. I ask only that once yearly, 

when I come to you, you give me your pledge of fealty.” 

“And Hetar knows nothing of Terah?” Torin of the Gitta asked. 

“Only the Coastal Kings know of Terah,” Lara responded, “for Terah supplies al  the luxury

goods Hetar desires. But I am the first Hetarian to go to Terah. Terahn vessels meet with

Hetarian vessels in the middle of Sagitta. It is there they exchange their goods. 

“The kings do not want anyone else in Hetar to know of Terah lest they lose what they perceive

as their advantage. Gaius Prospero assumes the goods he deals in are manufactured by the

Coastal Kings. He has never been to this province. Terah is their secret, and they wil  keep it.” 

“You are asking us to give up our lands to go to a place none of us knows,” Floren said. “I wil

not do it! My fields are like my children. I know them wel . I spend the winter months in my hal

developing new varieties of my plants. The Hetarians wil  find me too valuable to kil , and wil

leave me be if I do not fight them.” 

“Stubborn as ever,” Torin of the Gitta said. His clan family were also farmers. “Do you not

understand, Floren? What in the name of the lord of Limbo makes you think that the Hetarians

wil  leave you in peace because you do not resist them? They want the Outlands for

themselves. If they were content to live in peace with us they would not be planning an

invasion. They do not want to rule us — they want to annihilate us!” 

“How can you know that for certain?” Floren replied. 

“Stay,” Torin said. “Watch while your wife and daughters are forced to give pleasures to

Hetar’s Mercenaries before they are kil ed, but in your case I suspect you would be more

distressed if they cooked and ate your new plants.” 

“The Terahn plain is twice the size of the Outlands,” Magnus Hauk interjected. “You wil  al  have

twice as much land for yourselves. One thing, however.” 

“Aha!” Floren said. “I knew there would be something.” 

Lara laughed. “There is, but it has nothing to do with you. It would concern the Tormod and the

Piaras. In the mountains there lives a smal  race of gnomes. You wil  have to make

arrangements with them to share the lands there, but they are a peaceable folk, and if you

treat each other fairly there should be no difficulties.” 

“I should be more content to have eyes other than yours who have seen this Terahn plain,” 

Floren grumbled. “Understand it is not that I do not trust you, Lara, but you are asking us to

uproot centuries of our existence on rumor.” 

“It is not rumor,” Prince Kaliq said. “Do not forget two of our own are on Hetar’s High Council in

“It is not rumor,” Prince Kaliq said. “Do not forget two of our own are on Hetar’s High Council in

the City. We know what is happening, and what wil  happen, Floren of the Blathma. This is but

the beginning, and if Hetar is to survive what is to come, my brothers and I must regain our

combined strengths — strengths we have expended on your behalf, I might add. I have seen

the Terahn plain. It is al  Lara says it is.” 

“And I have seen it also,” Rendor spoke up. “The land is vast and green, and but for the native

birds and beasts, uninhabited. It is wel  watered, and there are stands of trees even as we

have here. I saw several lakes, as wel . The beach edging the other sea, which is cal ed

Obscura, is sandy and wide.” 

“Beasts? You said beasts?” Floren said nervously. 

“There was nothing I saw any different from what we have here,” Rendor told him impatiently. 

“Cease seeking reasons not to go, Floren. If you insist on forcing your people to remain, their

deaths wil  be on you and no other.” 

“It is a vast undertaking,” Accius of the Devyn said slowly. “How do you propose to make it

happen, Lara? Wil  your brothers help us, Kaliq?” 

“You wil  be transported by means of our magic,” Lara told them. “And it must be soon, Accius. 

” 

“You would put us down in the middle of a wilderness without shelters or supplies?” Floren

interrupted her. 

“Floren, shut your mouth!” Rendor roared impatiently. “Do you think so little of Lara that you

believe she would place us in harm’s way? Let her finish. Open your mouth before she has, 

and I wil  kil  you myself, you bloody old woman!” 

Floren looked thunderstruck at Rendor’s words. He opened his mouth, and then closed it

again as quickly. About him his companions were snickering. 

“Al  that you have wil  accompany you,” Lara continued as if nothing had happened. “Your

homes, your barns and outbuildings. Al  of your creatures, and chattels. Your granaries holding

your harvests, and supply of next year’s seeds. Even the workshop where you develop your

new species of plants, Floren. The climate on the Terahn plain has a shorter winter and a

longer growing season,” Lara told them. “You wil  be able to plant and harvest your crops at

least twice yearly.” 

“Twice?” Floren looked nervously to Rendor, but he had been unable to be silent. 

“Twice,” she assured him. 

“How would you accomplish this transfer of our people and goods?” Accius asked her. “It is

indeed a very large undertaking. What songs we shal  write about this!” 

“We wil  move one clan family grouping at a time. I had thought you might draw lots to decide

the order in which you would go,” Lara suggested. “But before you do I would have you speak

among yourselves, and then when you are in agreement I would first have you swear fealty to

the Dominus who has kindly offered you these lands.” 

“Do you marry him to save us?” Roan of the Aghy asked her boldly. 

“I marry him because I love him,” Lara replied promptly, “but there is always a bride price of

some sort, Roan, and this was mine. Especial y when I learned from Kaliq that Hetar was

planning to invade the Outlands. I am glad the Dominus loves me enough to pay my price. Be

loyal to him, and do not shame me.” 

The horse lord nodded his red head. As much as he had always lusted after Lara he had

come to realize that she was not the woman for him. He looked at Magnus Hauk, and

wondered what it was about this man that had caused her to choose him. 

“I see no need to discuss this further,” Accius of the Devyn said. “Do any of you?” He looked

about the smal  enclosure. “Forgive me, Rendor, for I do not mean to usurp your authority, but I

know I am free to speak my thoughts. We Devyn are your poets, and the bards of our people. It

matters not to us where we reside, but perhaps the rest of you need to speak more on it.” 

“Nay,” Roan said, and to Lara’s surprise the others al  nodded in agreement. Even Floren of

the Blathma. 

“Then,” said Lara producing a green velvet drawstring bag before their eyes, “it is time for you

to chose the order in which you wil  leave. Within the bag are numbered tiles. I offer Rendor the

first pick.” She opened the bag just wide enough for his hand to slip inside. Pul ing out the tile

he showed it to her. “Eight,” Lara said. “The Felan wil  go last. Liam of the Fiacre, chose next!” 

One by one the clan lords drew their tiles. The Fiacre pul ed three. The Piaras four. The

Tormod five. The Blathma two. The Aghy seven. The Gitta six. The tile marked one was drawn

by the smal est of the clan families, the Devyn. 

“Is everyone content with their drawing?” Lara queried them. 

The clan lords murmured their assent. 

“When wil  you transport us, and how long wil  it take?” Rendor asked for al  of them. “And what

do we tel  our people?” 

“You wil  tel  your people nothing,” Kaliq spoke up. “I have no doubt there are some among your

people who may already have been subverted by the government of Hetar. Vartan’s murder

was an assassination arranged by Gaius Prospero himself. There are always those among

the people who can be lured by the promise of a reward they might not otherwise ever

possess. 

“Enjoy this Gathering, my friends. Go back to your homes as you always do to prepare for the

winter season. Two weeks after your return, the transport shal  begin. And within eight days

your clan families wil  be safe in Terah.” 

“What if Hetarians spy upon us during the winter months, and see the Outlands devoid of

people and buildings?” Vanko asked, speaking for his sire. 

“Those spying upon the Outlands after you have departed wil  see your homes, and al  that they

might see if you were actual y here. That is simple magic to accomplish,” Kaliq said with a

smile. “Only when the invasion begins wil  they find neither mortal nor houses, beasts or other

chattel. The Outlands wil  be empty. And by the time they have sorted out the confusion of the

invasion that found nothing to invade, many questions wil  need answering. I expect Gaius

Prospero wil , however, be quick to find answers to those questions, be they true or not,” he

chuckled. 

“And most important,” Lara told them, “we wil  have prevented a war, needless destruction and

the deaths of many innocents.” 

“Once again you have saved us,” Roan of the Aghy said quietly. 

Lara blushed at his praise. “I have done only what it was meant for me to do, my lord of the

Aghy,” she told him. 

“And you are certain the land is suitably fertile?” Floren worried. 

“The land is fertile,” Magnus Hauk said, and he gazed directly into Floren’s brown eyes. 

The look was somehow reassuring to Floren. “Thank you, my lord Dominus,” he said, and his

features relaxed for the first time since they had al  entered the tent. 

“Now,” Lara told them, “al  that remains is for you to swear your fealty to Magnus Hauk, the

Dominus of Terah.” 

One by one the clan lords stepped forward and knelt before the Terahn ruler. Lara directed

them to take his hands in theirs, pressing them first to their foreheads, then to their hearts and

final y placing a kiss on the Dominus’s hand containing his ring of office. Each of the clan lords

repeated the same words as he did so. 

“I, pledge you my loyalty, and that of my clan family, Magnus, Dominus of Terah. We wil  come

when you cal  upon us to protect and preserve Terah and in return you wil  protect us from al

enemies.” 

Magnus Hauk replied, “I accept your loyalty, and pledge you mine. I shal  preserve your safety, 

and you and your clan family wil  serve me when I cal  upon you for the good of al  Terah.” 

When al  had pledged Lara said, “Then it is done, my lords. I thank you for trusting me. 

Remember you must keep al  of this from everyone, even your wives and lovers. It is for the

safety of the Outlands and its people.” 

They nodded in agreement. 

Lara looked to Liam of the Fiacre, and beckoned him to her. “The children,” she began. 

“They are wel !” he quickly said. 

“Of course they are,” Lara replied with a smile. “I know they are safe with you, Liam. I just

wanted you to know that with your permission I should like my younglings to remain in your

care. Dil on and Anoush are Fiacre, and must remain so. When I give the Dominus an heir he

wil  expect me to mother it exclusively. I do not want Vartan’s children neglected by any, even

their own mother.” 

“Wil  you come to see them once we are resettled?” he asked her. 

“Of course!” Lara told him. “They are my own, and I love them for al  I cannot be the mother they

should have. My magic has grown strong in Terah. I can use it to visit. How is Noss?” 

“With child again,” he said with a proud grin. “She wants another boy. She says Anoush is al

the daughter she needs.” And then he flushed as he realized how his words must have hurt

Lara. 

She saw the look upon his face, and laid a comforting hand on his arm. “Nay, Liam, I

understand, and it is true. Anoush was stil  a baby when I left the Fiacre. I am glad she has

Noss, and I am equal y glad that Noss has her.” 

“How did you get to Terah?” he asked her. 

“Arcas betrayed me, but it was meant to be. He thought to send me as a slave to Magnus

Hauk to earn his favor. I quickly disabused the Dominus of the idea that I was a slave, 

however,” Lara told him with a smal  smile. Then she went on to tel  Liam of the curse upon

Terah and how she had resolved it. 

“Your magic has indeed grown,” he said. “Your mother visits the children regularly, you know. 

She is quite doting, and often brings her son with her.” 

“I wil  have Ethne tel  her what is happening,” Lara said. “Ethne can reach out to her from Terah, 

but I am not certain that I can, although I have not tried.” 

“Wil  you return to Terah tonight?” Liam asked. 

“Aye. We came only to tel  you what was happening, and to offer the clan families a new home. 

Magnus cannot leave his lands for long periods of time. His people are most dependent upon

him.” 

“What wil  they say when they find us upon the Terahn plain?” Liam was curious to learn. 

“They know nothing of what resides upon the Emerald Mountain range, or beyond it on the

Terahn plain. I am not certain they even know there is a plain. They accept just what they see, 

and little else. They harvest their silk, weave their fabrics, make their jewelry, and other luxury

items, which are then sent via the Dominus’s trading fleet to meet with the vessels of the

Coastal Kings who bring salt, and lumber, pearls, hides and furs to the Terahns.” 

“I cannot help but wonder,” Liam said, “why the Coastal Kings have never wanted to see Terah. 

” 

“The Terahns wil  not permit them to come in sight of their shores. They have threatened to cut

off al  trade with Hetar if they violate this stricture. The Coastal Kings could not exist without the

luxury goods they import, therefore they honor the restrictions placed upon them.” 

Liam nodded. “They are cautious men, the Coastal Kings. I would be more curious,” he said. 

“It is time for me to depart,” Lara told him. “I can see Kaliq is weary, and it wil  be wel  past

dawn by the time we return to Terah.” She kissed his cheek. “Farewel , Liam. I wil  see you

when you have been resettled in Terah.” 

“Wil  you not send your love to Noss?” he asked her. 

“Liam! Noss must not know I have been here,” she scolded him. 

Liam flushed embarrassed. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I forgot.” 

“You cannot forget,” she warned him. 

“I won’t again,” he promised her. 

Lara nodded, and then walked over to Rendor. “We must leave, Rendor.” 

“Did you manipulate the tiles in the bag?” he asked her. “I could have sworn the tile I had was

pushed into my hand.” 

Lara smiled. “Is it not better that the two strongest clan families go last?” she said. “I did not

consider it prudent that the head of the Outlands Council go early. I thought the Devyn should

go first to record the migration from the ancestral home.” 

“And Floren next before he could think any more upon it, or cause difficulty,” Rendor chuckled. 

“But what if he speaks to his wife without meaning to do so?” 

“By the morning al  of the clan lords but you wil  have forgotten this meeting, Rendor. Only when

they awaken the morning after their transport wil  they recal  al  that has happened here tonight. 

I thought it better that way. We can trust nothing to chance where Hetar is concerned.” 

“You have thought of everything,” Rendor said admiringly. 

“I hope I have,” Lara responded. “Go now, and take the others with you.” 

He kissed her upon her cheek, and nodded his agreement. Then he moved off, ushering the

other clan lords from the meeting tent. When they had gone Lara made a quick gesture with

her hand, and the tent vanished. Kaliq gestured next, and was gone. Magnus turned

questioningly to Lara. 

“We are going home,” she said, gesturing a second time, and they were back in the

Dominus’s bedchamber in his castle. 

“Al  this magic amazes me,” Magnus said. 

“Thank you for tonight,” Lara told him. 

“They are good folk, your Outlanders,” he replied. “They wil  do wel  in Terah. Like us they

prefer keeping to themselves, but eventual y the two halves of Terah must meet. Not yet, but

some day. While those native born continue to produce beautiful things, your Outlanders can

feed this world of mine.” 

“Floren would be pleased to hear such sentiments,” Lara said. “How he loves the land, and al

that he can grow upon it.” Then she grew thoughtful. “I must remember to transport the

Gathering stones to a suitable spot on the Terahn plain. Next year’s meeting should be quite a

celebration.” 

“What were you speaking to that young Outlander about?” he queried her. “That was Liam, 

your husband’s successor?” 

“Yes. I wanted to reassure him I would not take my children from them,” Lara told the Dominus. 

“You do not want them with you?” He found that curious. 

“They are Fiacre. Dil on may one day lead his clan family. He cannot do that if he is raised as

a Terahn,” Lara said. “And Liam’s wife, my friend, Noss, loves my daughter like her own. She

has two sons, and is with child again. Liam says she wants another lad — for she has said

she has al  the daughters she desires in Anoush.” 

Magnus put his arms about her, and Lara began to weep softly, unable to help herself. His big

hand smoothed her golden head. “Give me a daughter,” he said softly to her. “Give me a

golden-haired faerie girl, Lara of my heart. She wil  not replace your Anoush, I know, but we wil

love her nonetheless.” 

“Do you know,” Lara sniffed, “that Vartan was disappointed at first when Dil on was born? He

wanted a daughter. I knew he needed a son and an heir first, but he wanted a daughter. So I

gave him a daughter three years later. She wil  never remember him, Magnus, nor wil  she

remember me.” 

“You wil  visit her once the Fiacre are safely here,” he promised. “And you may bring her here

as wel .” 

“She thinks of Noss as her mother, and Noss loves her as if she had birthed her. I cannot come

between them,” Lara sobbed. “Aye, she wil  know as she grows older that I am she who gave

her life, but it is Noss she wil  love, not me.” 

He could think of nothing to say that would comfort her, and so the Dominus just held the

woman he loved until final y her weeping ceased. 

Lara looked up at him. “I do love you,” she told him. 

“I have come to realize that,” he replied. “You do understand that I love you.” 

Lara nodded. Her dark eyelashes were spiky with her tears. 

“And we wil  prepare for our marriage?” he asked. 

She nodded again. 

“Soon?” He was smiling. 

“Aye. As soon as possible, my lord Dominus,” she told him. 

“And then we wil  go to Hetar,” he said. 

“Do you stil  want to go?” She looked troubled. 

“I want to go,” he said. “Before they invade the Outlands. I want to hear what these people have

to say, and learn how they think. We wil  go quietly, just you and I. We wil  walk about the City, 

and listen. One learns a great deal just listening.” 

“It is wise to know one’s enemy,” Lara agreed. “Hetarians are great talkers, my lord, and you

wil  learn much, though I think you wil  be surprised by the differences between Terah and

Hetar. Terahns are content to live comfortably, with purpose to their days, and in peace with

their neighbors. Hetarians are concerned with how they appear to their neighbors, and are

always eager for profit and more profit.” 

“Why?” he asked her. 

Lara shrugged. “I don’t know. It is simply their way.” 

“How shal  we travel?” he asked. 

“By means of my magic,” she replied. “It is easier, and quicker. We wil  appear to be ordinary

travelers sightseeing in the City. Wel -to-do farmers from the Midlands,” she said with a smile. 

“They wil  understand my language?” he asked. 

“You and I speak the same tongue, Magnus,” Lara told him. “We al  seem to speak it.” 

“We shal  tel  my people we are taking a wedding trip to my smal  castle in the foothil s of the

Emerald Mountains,” the Dominus said. “But we shal  real y be visiting Hetar.” 

“You must see the desert of the Shadow Princes as wel ,” Lara said. “And even the realm of

the Forest Lords. My mother can keep us safe there.” 

“I cannot wait until you are my wife, my Domina,” he said huskily, and his arms wrapped about

her again. “It is not enough that we take pleasures together. I cannot be content until you are

mine, and mine alone!” 

Lara did not correct him. It would do no good. She would be his wife, his Domina, but she

would never be any man’s possession. Even Magnus Hauk’s. She raised her face to his for a

kiss. 
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“I MUST OVERSEE the transport of the Outlands clan families to their new home,” Lara told

Magnus on the day that the Devyn were to be brought from the Outlands. 

Messengers had already been sent to the seven inhabited fjords of Terah, announcing the

wedding day of the Dominus and the beautiful faerie woman who had lifted the curse of Usi

from the Terahn men. 

“Our wedding is near,” he protested. 

“I wil  be back in time,” she promised him. “It is only a few days. The seamstress has already

fitted and fashioned my wedding gown. I never had a real wedding with Vartan, you know — I

am going to enjoy this, though I thought at first that I might not. And Sirvat is taking care of the

celebration feasts. I wil  be here by the time your mother and sisters arrive, I swear. We cannot

have the lady Persis asking questions you cannot answer,” she teased him mischievously. Her

mood had lightened visibly since their visit to the Gathering. He could sense the weight that

had been lifted from her. 

“Go then,” he said. “But what if I need you?” 

“Cal  my name,” Lara told him. “We are bound together by love, and should you need me, 

Magnus, I wil  hear you.” Then she kissed him, and was gone in a mist of mauve smoke. 

It seemed to Lara her faerie blood was growing stronger. She reappeared in the middle of a

Devyn vil age just as dawn was breaking. Seeing Kaliq, she hurried toward him. “Was it

difficult?” she asked. 

“Nay, not as difficult as it wil  be transporting most of the others,” he told her. “Knowing Gaius

Prospero’s plans for invasion in the spring, my brothers and I lifted our protection from the

Outlands several weeks ago so we might gain enough strength to accomplish this feat of

magic.” 

“Shal  we awaken Accius?” Lara asked. 

He nodded, and together they entered the house of the Devyn’s clan lord, cal ing to him as

they reached his hal . They found him in a chair by his fire, shaking himself awake. It was

obvious he had been there al  night. 

“Is it done?” Accius asked them. 

“It is done,” Kaliq replied. 

“Our three vil ages?” 

“Al  of them,” Kaliq assured him. 

Accius stood up. “I want to go outside,” he said, and together the trio exited the house as the

sun peeped over the horizon. Accius looked around, amazed. “It is beautiful!” he exclaimed

excitedly. “You are right, Lara! I have never seen such green.” 

“I hope you can be happy here,” she answered him. 

“Only a fool would be unhappy here,” he said. “I must go to the square and ring the meeting

bel . I wil  need to tel  my vil agers what has happened. Then wil  you take me to my other

vil ages?” 

“I wil ,” Lara said. “Kaliq must now rest, for tonight he and his brothers have the great task of

transporting Floren’s Blathma.” She blew a kiss to the Shadow Prince as he disappeared, 

and then escorted Accius to the vil age square when the lord of the Devyn rang the meeting

bel  to bring forth the inhabitants of his vil age. 

When the sleepy men, women and children had stumbled forth from their homes and

surrounded their leader, he began. “Listen, my good clan folk. A great miracle has taken place

in the night!” Then he went on to explain the secret meeting that had been held at the

Gathering. He told them of Hetar’s nefarious plans for the Outlands; of how Lara had found a

wonderful land cal ed Terah, and made it possible for them to find safety there. He related how

the Shadow Princes had agreed to transport each clan family, and al  that was theirs to Terah. 

“Last night,” Accius said, “you went to sleep in our beloved Outlands. You have awakened in

Terah, my good clan folk! Look about you now!” 

The Devyn were thunderstruck. It was a great deal to absorb. Slowly they began to look about

them. Their vil age was familiar to them, and yet the ground upon which their cottages sat

seemed different. They looked beyond their dwel ings. The land was greener than any they

had ever known. Excitedly they began to speak among themselves. Final y one woman spoke

up. 

“This is Terah, and not the Outlands?” she asked. 

“Yes,” Lara answered her. 

“And we are safe from Hetar?” 

“Yes,” Lara replied. “You are far, far from Hetar, across the Sea of Sagitta. Do you see the

mountains beyond you? On the other side of those mountains are the seven fjords of Terah, 

where the Terahn folk dwel . Their ruler, the Dominus Magnus Hauk, has agreed to shelter the

clan families of the Outlands in exchange for their fealty. The clan lords have already sworn that

clan families of the Outlands in exchange for their fealty. The clan lords have already sworn that

oath. This land is uninhabited, and so you displace none. The Terahns are insular folk. It is

unlikely you wil  ever see them, nor they you, for they know nothing of what is beyond their side

of the mountains.” 

“Where are the other clan families?” a man wanted to know. 

“One clan family wil  be transported from the Outlands each night until al  are safely resettled. 

Lots were drawn, and the Devyn were first. By this time tomorrow the Blathma wil  be in their

new home. You were chosen to be first because you are the bards and poets of the Outlands. 

You wil  observe each clan family as it is made aware of this great change in their lives, and

you wil  create and sing this history of your people so future generations wil  be aware of al

that has happened in this time,” Lara told him. 

“Once again,” Accius said, “the faerie woman, Lara, has saved us from Hetar. We must be

certain her part is wel  documented in our songs.” 

A murmur of agreement arose from the vil agers. 

“But now,” Lara told them, “Accius and I must travel to the other two Devyn vil ages to tel  them

of what has transpired this night.” She reached out and took the clan lord’s hand in hers. 

Accius gasped to find himself in the second of his vil ages. 

Lara laughed. “I have grown stronger since you first knew me,” she admitted. “Ring the bel

now so we may speak with these folk.” 

Once again vil agers sleepily stumbled forth from their cottages, and both Accius and Lara

explained what had transpired. Again there was amazement, and relief. They moved on to the

third vil age where the scenario was repeated for the final time. Al  the Devyn had been

brought safely to Terah. Lara remained with Accius and his family until early the next day, when

Kaliq came for her. 

The Shadow Prince looked exhausted with the efforts it had taken to transport the Blathma. 

Given the task involved in moving Floren’s people, goods and chattels, he was weary with the

effort. When morning dawned on the newly transported Fiacre vil age Liam came from his hal

in the company of a smal  boy. Lara cried out softly and, running toward the child, knelt to

gather him in her arms. “Dil on, my son!” she said, hugging the little boy, kissing his cheeks. 

She set him back to look at him. “You have grown in the year we have been parted.” She

brushed back a lock of his hair from his forehead. 

“Have you come to stay, Mother?” he asked her. 

Lara sighed. “Nay,” she said. “I cannot remain, but Dil on, something wonderful and magical

has happened in the night.” She stood up. “Liam, cal  the vil agers of Camdene from their

homes so I may tel  them al . I wil  shortly move on to speak with the others.” And when the lord

of the Fiacre had assembled the people of his main vil age Lara told them of Hetar’s plot and

how she and the Shadow Princes were working to protect the people of the Outlands. Like the

Devyn and the Blathma before, the Fiacre were amazed. 

As she spoke Lara saw Noss standing holding the hand of a smal  girl. She did not need to be

told it was her own daughter, Anoush. When she had finished speaking Noss came forward to

greet her, but Lara could see her manner was more wary than friendly. “What is the matter, 

Noss?” she asked the young woman. 

“Wil  you take the children?” Noss wanted to know, and Lara understood her concern was not

so much for Dil on as it was for Anoush. 

“Vartan and I gave them life,” Lara replied quietly, “but they are Fiacre, and should remain with

the Fiacre. Dil on wil  always know me, but Anoush knows only you as her mother. As she

grows old enough to understand, she wil  comprehend that I gave birth to her, but you wil  stil

be her mother as I cannot.” 

Noss began to cry softly. “I am so sorry,” she sobbed. “I know it is selfish of me, Lara, but I love

Anoush so very much. And though I seem only able to produce sons, I have always wanted a

daughter. I carry another son to be born in midspring.” 

“And I have given you a daughter,” Lara replied. “Do not feel guilty, dearest Noss. I am so

grateful that you want Anoush, and love her as you do. Vartan’s children are a symbol to the

Fiacre. I should never take them away from their clan family. Soon I am to marry the ruler of

Terah, and I wil  give him children. I shal  not leave them, Noss, but neither wil  I forget my

firstborn son and daughter. I wil  be able to visit them in safety here, which I could not do in

Hetar.” She knelt, and smiled at Anoush who stood half hiding in the folds of Noss’s skirts. 

“Hel o, Anoush. I am Lara.” 

Anoush stared at her with large eyes, but said nothing. 

“She does speak,” Noss quickly said, “but I think she is shy of you.” 

“Yes,” Lara agreed, but her heart was sore with the realization of it. “She would be, for she

does not know me.” 

Suddenly Anoush reached out, and touched Lara’s crystal star with her dainty finger. “Pretty,” 

she said. 

Lara smiled. “Yes, it is,” she replied. “Perhaps one day you wil  have one, too, Anoush. We

shal  see.” Then she stood up. “I must go now, for Liam and I need to visit the other vil ages

and tel  them what has transpired while they slept.” 

“Do you love him?” Noss asked softly. 

“The Dominus? Yes, I do love him. You wil  meet him one day,” Lara promised. “Goodbye, 

“The Dominus? Yes, I do love him. You wil  meet him one day,” Lara promised. “Goodbye, 

Anoush.” Then she turned about to find her son. Together mother and son spoke in low tones

for several moments, and then Lara bent to hug Dil on and kiss his cheeks once more before

departing. 

The Shadow Princes had divided themselves into two groups so they might keep on schedule. 

The Piaras and the Tormod would be easy to bring, for their mines would be left behind, and

that was their greatest wealth. But the last two clan families would require great effort to

transport, for their wealth was in their herds of horses and their flocks of sheep. Nonetheless

when the ninth morning dawned over the Terahn plain al  the Outlands tribes were in place in

their new homes, and the Devyn had recorded the story of their miraculous journey. 

On the tenth day the Shadow Princes and Lara brought the clan lords together at the

Gathering place, whose stones had been set at its new site. Each clan lord expressed

satisfaction with his new home. Floren could hardly stop rhapsodizing over the fertility of the

new land to which he had already put a plow, there being no frost in the ground yet. Torin of the

Gitta concurred with Floren’s analysis of the land. Imre and Vanko had already made contact

with the mountain gnomes, asking their permission to open new mines and work them. 

Negotiations were underway, and success was imminent. Liam, Roan and Rendor agreed that

the grazing lands were lush beyond any in the Outlands. 

“Then you are content?” Lara asked them. 

“We are,” Rendor spoke for them al . 

“Then,” Kaliq told them, “we are content knowing you are safe.” He looked to Lara. “I wil  return

to our desert. My brothers and I need to rest. Who knows when you wil  need our help again, 

and we are greatly weakened by this task we have just completed, and the months we have

spent keeping the Outlands safe.” 

“Wil  you be al  right?” Lara asked him anxiously. 

“Yes,” he assured her. “By the time Gaius Prospero and his Mercenaries are ready to invade

the Outlands our strength wil  be restored.” 

“Magnus wants to go to the City and observe the Hetarians,” Lara told Kaliq. 

The Shadow Prince nodded. “I understand his reasoning. Keep safe, my love.” 

“We wil ,” she promised him. 

“Wil  you be his wife when you go?” 

“The wedding is scheduled in just a few days’ time. I must go home today, Kaliq,” she told him. 

“There is a final fitting on my gown, and Sirvat wil  want to confer with me on the wedding feast, 

although it is actual y better left to her judgment. And I must arrive before Magnus’s mother, for

she has sharp eyes and ears and wil  ask a hundred questions, some of which may have no

answers,” Lara said with a chuckle. 

“It is time we both went,” he told her. “My lords, I bid you farewel  and good fortune in your new

homes.” 

“How can we thank you and your brothers, my lord Prince?” Rendor said. “Wil  we ever see

you again?” 

“No thanks is necessary, Lord Rendor,” Kaliq replied graciously. “And as to whether you wil

see us again, only the future can know the answer to your question. Lara, my love, goodbye!” 

He kissed her lips softly, regretful y, and then he was gone, disappearing into the shadows of

the afternoon. 

“And I must go, too, for my wedding day is near,” Lara told them. “But first you must al  be

returned to your homes. Take your horses, and ride back the same way from which you came. 

You wil  each reach your vil ages within the hour. In future, however, you wil  find this Gathering

place several days’ journey away as it has always been.” She turned to go. 

“Wait!” Rendor cal ed to her. 

“What is it?” Lara asked him, surprised. 

The clan lords gathered themselves about her, and Rendor spoke quietly. “We have al

pledged our loyalty to Magnus Hauk, Lara. Now we would pledge that same fealty to you, for

you are the true leader of the Outlands clan families.” 

Then each man knelt before her in turn, taking her smal  soft hands into their big rough ones; 

pressing them to their foreheads, their hearts and final y kissing the backs of those dainty

hands as each spoke in his turn their oath of loyalty. Lara’s green eyes fil ed with tears that

spil ed silently down her pale cheeks. And when they had concluded the rite they saluted her, 

raising a single arm in tribute to her as they cried with one voice a single word: “Domina!” 

She bit her lip, and swal owed back the emotion that threatened to weaken her entirely. “Thank

you, my lords,” she somehow found the voice to say. 

They smiled at her, and then the clan lords mounted their horses, traveling off in different

directions, disappearing from her view almost instantly. Lara drew a long breath in, and then

whispering a single word, “Home!” she was herself gone from the Gathering place, and quickly

found herself back in the castle in her own apartments. 

Sirvat was awaiting her anxiously. “Thank the Great Creator you are here!” she cried. “My

mother’s ship has just been sighted coming around the point into the fjord. Magnus is beside

himself with worry. You were gone longer than he anticipated.” 

“Go and tel  him I am home,” Lara instructed Sirvat. “I wil  bathe and dress quickly so I can be

“Go and tel  him I am home,” Lara instructed Sirvat. “I wil  bathe and dress quickly so I can be

ready to greet the lady Persis.” She began to pul  off her garments, handing them to the

serving women who hurried to help her. She washed herself quickly in the smal  private bath

that was now hers. Her hair was filthy. She soaped and rinsed it twice before wrapping it in a

towel. The serving women dried her, and handed her a soft light wool gown. It had long fitted

sleeves, a simple rounded neckline and a straight skirt. It was a dark burgundy-red in color, 

Lara sat while two women vigorously rubbed her damp hair dry with silk cloths. One of them

plaited it into a single braid, tying the end with a silk ribbon to match her gown. Lara slipped

her feet into a pair of delicate leather slippers as a servant clasped a dainty gold chain about

Lara’s waist. 

Sirvat rushed into the room. “Praise the Great Creator! You are ready. She is just

disembarking now from her vessel.” Grabbing Lara’s hand she hurried her from the room, 

from her apartments, and through the castle. They quickly reached the quay platform entry

where Magnus Hauk was already waiting to greet his mother, along with his brother-in-law. 

“Here she is!” Sirvat gasped. 

Lara smiled at him, and pul ing her into his arms he gave her a long satisfying kiss. “I have

missed you,” he murmured in her ear. 

“I have missed you, but I did not realize how much until this moment,” she told him with another

smile. 

“Mother’s coming!” they heard Sirvat whisper nervously. 

The platform creaked and squeaked as the giant in charge drew it upwards. They saw the top

of Lady Persis’s head first, and then the whole of her appeared as she reached her

destination. The Dominus came forward to open the gate. He bowed. 

“Welcome, my lady mother,” he said formal y, helping her from the platform. 

“I hope you have something hot for me to drink,” Lady Persis replied. “I am frozen from being

out on the water these many hours. Lara, beautiful as always. Sirvat, Corrado, you do not look

bored with each other yet.” She acknowledged them al , taking her son’s arm and encouraging

him to lead her to his Great Hal . 

“You should have a fur-lined cape,” Lara told the older woman. “Marten, I think. The warm

brown of that fur would flatter your lovely complexion.” She walked on the other side of Lady

Persis. “It is rarely warm upon the sea, as I remember.” 

“Yes,” Lady Persis agreed. “I should have a fur-lined cape. Why have you not given me one, 

Magnus?” 

“Because I was not aware of your need, madam,” he answered her. “But your good son-in-law

should be.” 

“Tostig? He sees nothing but Narda’s needs,” Lady Persis snapped. 

“You shal  not leave here without a fur-lined cape,” Lara promised the woman. 

“Wel ,” Lady Persis declared, “having a daughter-in-law may not be quite as bad as I thought it

might be.” She cast a toothy smile at Lara, who smiled in return. 

They had reached the Great Hal , and Magnus was solicitously seating his mother near the fire

and signaling a servant for a large goblet of wine. 

“In the name of the Great Creator do not encourage her,” Sirvat whispered to her friend. “She

wil  want to move back to the castle and our lives wil  never be the same again! I remember

her from my childhood. She is the most demanding of women.” 

“I do not want her here,” Lara agreed, “but the truth is she was not dressed warmly enough. 

And where are Narda and her husband? Did they not come with her?” 

“Obviously not. She has had a fal ing out with them. I sense it,” Sirvat fretted. 

Lara moved next to Lady Persis. “Are you comfortable, and a bit warmer now?” she enquired

sweetly. “Where is your daughter? Did she not travel with you?” 

“Narda? Nay. She and Tostig did not want to come until tomorrow,” Lady Persis said irritably. 

“This is her brother’s wedding, and she behaves as if it is just an ordinary event. I wil  tel  you

that she thought Magnus was never to wed. I believe she even saw her own eldest son in his

place one day,” Lady Persis confided. 

“Indeed?” Lara murmured. “I fear then she wil  be doomed to disappointment.” 

“Are you already with child?” Lady Persis asked eagerly. 

Lara shook her head. “Not yet, madam, but I promise I wil  give my husband children in due

time, and there wil  be a son. Those of us with faerie blood have the right to instruct nature in

these matters.” 

“So you could have as many sons as Magnus wanted?” Lady Persis asked. 

“We wil  have as many as he and I think reasonable,” Lara told her. “And now I must see to the

meal. Sirvat, come and keep your mother company.” She grinned mischievously at her friend

as she passed. Sirvat stuck out her tongue at Lara but she returned the grin. 

Over the next few days the castle was fil ed in every nook and cranny with family and guests

arriving for the wedding. Narda and Aselma arrived with their husbands and children. They

were irritated to find their accommodation was smal er than the one they had enjoyed

previously. Lara smiled sweetly, and shrugged her shoulders. They had so many guests, she

told them. After al , it was the wedding of the Dominus. That Lady Persis looked pleased at her

daughters’ annoyance did not help the situation. 

The headmen and their families from each of the seven named fjords arrived, bringing tribute

and gifts to the Dominus and his bride. There were bolts of colorful fabrics, silks, satins, 

brocades and delicate wools. There were bowls, cups, plates and platters of gold and silver, 

some chased and embossed or studded with gemstones. There was jewelry for Lara: chains, 

rings, bracelets, earrings and necklaces. There was cattle and horses. The folk in the Light

Fjord raised beautiful songbirds, and they brought their finest singers in gilded and exquisitely

decorated cages. There were several braces of hunting dogs. The Dominus’s three last

Pleasure Women arrived with their husbands, and bearing gifts. Uma and Dodek brought a

red lacquered box fil ed with the finest pearls: pink, black, gold and white in color. Felda and

Norval brought a pair of rare Enok puppies, tiny little dogs with round faces, perky ears and

long silky fur. Alcippe and her husband, Jencir, came with a beautiful y il ustrated and updated

history of Terah that even included Lara’s part in lifting Usi’s curse. 

Kemina, High Priestess of the Daughters of the Great Creator, came with half a dozen of her

priestesses. Arik arrived with an equal number of priests from the Great Temple. Lady Persis

was pleased to see her younger brother again. She greeted him effusively, leading Arik to

wonder what his elder sister wanted of him. 

The last of the guests to come were from the Faerie Kingdom. They arrived with the dawn, 

transported in from the sea in a cloud of silvery mauve mist, which set itself down upon the

great terrace. Ilona, queen of the Forest Faeries stepped forth from the cloud. She was

fol owed by her consort, Thanos, and their son, Prince Cirilo. The queen was garbed in an

ethereal gown of various shades of green, and an elegant brown fur cape. Her long golden

hair flowed over her shoulders, a crown fashioned of green gold rested upon her head. 

Despite their rather dramatic entrance Lara’s faerie relations quietly took their places among

the other guests. 

The icy season, as the Terahns cal ed it, had arrived, but while cold the weather was fair and

without snow. The wedding guests crowded out onto the large terrace overlooking the fjord, 

and watched the sunrise with Magnus and Lara, who wore white fur capes and nothing else. 

They escorted the couple into the baths to observe their physical perfection as they were

disrobed, bathed and redressed. Then the bride, her groom and their guests moved on to the

great hal , now decorated with winter branches and berries. 

Everyone commented favorably on Lara’s gown. Of soft delicate white wool lined in silk, it was

sewn al  over with tiny sparkling gems that twinkled with each movement, each breath she

took. Its sleeves were long and tight. The neckline fel  in a graceful drape on her col arbone. 

The floor-length skirt hung straight and just to her ankles. About her neck Lara wore the gold

chain and crystal star that her mother had given her so long ago. Ethne’s flame burned softly, 

but steadily. Upon her feet Lara wore bejeweled white leather slippers. Her long thick hair had

been styled in many braids woven with thin bejeweled chains, and each plait was fastened

with a round gold or silver clip that enclosed the tasseled hair. Atop her head was a gilded

wreath of leaves. Al  present admitted they had never seen a more beautiful bride. 

The Dominus wore a simple long white woolen tunic that fel  to his ankles. Each of the ful

sleeves was decorated with a wide bejeweled cuff of gold embroidery matching a similar

design on his round neckline. About his waist was a chain made up of oval gold links and in

the center of each was a sparkling blue gemstone. On his feet he wore boots of whiteand-gold

leather. His dark gold head was crowned with a wreath of gilded leaves matching his bride’s. 

Taking Lara’s hand in his, Magnus led her to Arik who stood with his back to a great stone

fireplace flanked on either side by carved Sea Dragons, a blaze burning brightly within. The

Great Hal  fel  silent. 

“Do you, Lara, daughter of Swiftsword of Hetar, and Ilona, queen of the Forest Faeries, and

you, Magnus Hauk, Dominus of Terah, son of Dominus Ejnar, deceased, and his living widow, 

Persis, pledge yourselves to each other as husband and wife?” asked Arik, the High Priest. 

“Yes!” Lara said. 

“Yes!” Magnus agreed. 

“Then let it be so in the eyes of the Great Creator of us al ,” Arik intoned. “You are now wed, 

Lara and Magnus. The Great Creator bless your union, and give you many children, and much

happiness in the years to come. It is done. Greet your guests.” 

The bride and groom turned to face those gathered. A great cheer went up. 

“Hail, Dominus Magnus! Hail, Domina Lara!” the assembly cried with one loud voice. And then

they clapped their approval of the Dominus’s choice in a wife. 

Magnus invited their guests to partake in the feast to celebrate his marriage to Lara. Everyone

found their places at the tables set up in the Great Hal , and servants quickly began bringing in

the food. There were large platters of roasted meats, game and poultry. There were smal er

platters with whole broiled fish on beds of seaweed. There were shel fish cooked in wine, or

served raw. Bowls piled high with salad greens, wooden boards laden with breads just out of

the ovens, wheels of hard cheese and rounds of soft cheese were brought forth. Baskets of

winter fruits were passed about. 

The wines flowed generously. The feasting went on al  day, and at sunset the guests joined the

bride and groom to watch the day end. But unlike Sirvat and Corrado on their wedding day, 

the Dominus and his Domina of Terah could not yet seek the privacy of their apartments. 

Entertainers arrived. Bards sang of Terah’s past and of the beautiful faerie woman who freed

them from Usi’s curse. There were tumblers and jugglers, little dogs that danced, and a troupe

of felines who walked a tightrope and rode a large patient dog. Clowns moved among the

guests, pul ing coins from ears and bunches of flowers from their closed fists. The celebration

went on deep into the night. And just when everyone was growing tired, a group of dancers

clad in scanty silks came to dance seductively before the guests as their musicians played

upon drums and reedy instruments that whined sensuously. When the dancers final y departed

with the other entertainers, Magnus Hauk stood with Lara by his side. Together they thanked

their guests for coming and wished them a safe journey home on the morrow. Then at last they

left the Great Hal  for their own apartments, where the servants relieved them of their wedding

finery, dressed them in loose silk robes and final y left them to themselves. 

“Was your wedding day satisfactory, my faerie wife?” Magnus asked her as he drew her into

his arms. He kissed the top of her head. 

“It was beautiful,” she told him. “And so many gifts, my lord! Surely we needed none of it. Our

guests were most generous.” Why did the arms about her feel so wonderful this night? How

often had he held her, and yet tonight it seemed different. 

“You are beautiful,” he said low. “I am surely the most envied man in Terah.” He undid the tie

holding the halves of her robe together. His hands slipped beneath the silken fabric and up her

back even as she untied his robe. He pul ed her against him, and they sighed simultaneously

as warm flesh met warm flesh. He kissed her a slow and lingering kiss that seemed to have no

end. His desire for her began to make itself known, but he swal owed back his lust. They knew

each other wel , but he wanted her to remember this night above al  the nights they had already

spent together, and would spend together in whatever future was to be theirs. 

Lara drew her head away from his, and looking up into his face said, “I love you, Magnus, and

those are words faerie women only utter if they are true.” She took his face between her two

smal  hands. Her green eyes met his turquoise ones. “You have the right to my heart, my lord

husband. You are the other half of my soul.” 

He pushed the robe from her shoulders, and shrugged his own garment away as he picked

her up, and brought her to their bed. “Without you,” he told her, “I would have neither heart, nor

soul.” He laid her down gently. 

Lara was momentarily stunned by his incredible declaration. Tears wel ed up in her eyes, and

she held out her arms to him. 

Magnus smiled down at her seeing the emotion his words had brought her to, brushing a

single tear from her cheek with a finger. Sitting down next to her he said, “We already know

each other, my love, and there is no rush to consummate our now formalized union. Let me

offer you pleasure of a different kind.” 

She nodded, wondering what it was he would do. Lara watched as he reached down, and

drew up a smal  basket of gold wire fil ed with alabaster bottles and jars. He rol ed her onto her

stomach, and turning her head she saw him debating with himself before drawing the stopper

from one of the bottles. “What is it?” she asked him. 

“A special lotion,” he told her, and held the bottle beneath her nose so she might smel  it. Then

he pul ed her long golden hair to one side. 

“Peaches,” she said, surprised. 

“Peaches are my favorite fruit,” he replied, pouring some of the lotion into his palm. Then using

her bottom as his cushion he sat and began to smooth the liquid up her back with long firm

strokes. “Close your eyes,” he said. “Let the sensations take over.” 

Lara closed her eyes and almost immediately was intensely aware of his hands on her body. 

The large palms smoothed over her back; the subtle long fingers scampered along the

delicate bones of her spine, up and down, back and forth. She was enveloped in the scent of

peach blossoms as he massaged her round buttocks, the edge of one hand slipping between

the twin moons to rub sensuously between them. As he moved on to knead each of her legs

Lara began to realized her entire body was reacting with increasing heat to her husband’s

exciting touch. She struggled with herself to restrain her squirming. 

He moved back up her body again, and she felt his teeth nip sharply at the nape of her neck. 

The quick pain was fol owed by a kiss upon the same spot. “Now, my faerie love,” he

whispered to her, “you wil  turn over for me.” His tongue pushed into her ear, licking it, nipping

at the lobe. He helped her into the position that suited him. She lay upon her back, eyes

watching him as he chose another bottle, and poured a thin stream of golden liquid between

her breasts. She could smel  both peaches and honey from this bottle. He lapped at the

fragrant stream with his tongue until it was al  gone. Then he drizzled a tiny bit upon one of her

nipples, and sucked upon it. 

The liquid stung her just slightly. She could actual y feel it sinking into her flesh as he suckled

hard upon her to draw it out. And then an exquisite intensity began to envelop her being. He

poured a tiny dol op of the golden liquid upon her other nipple, drew upon the sensitive flesh, 

and Lara could not stop the moan of delight that issued forth. Her breasts were both tingling

with sensation, and felt so swol en she thought they might burst open. “Magnus,” she breathed

hotly as he sprinkled drops from the alabaster bottle over her torso, and began to lick at the

flesh with his burning tongue. 

Some of the honeyed mixture ran between the slit dividing her nether lips, which were already

pouting slightly open with her rising desire. She gasped as it touched her lover’s nub, and

began to squirm frantical y. His mouth was quickly on her, licking soothingly, sucking upon the

nub fiercely until she was begging him to complete what he has begun. “Magnus! Please!” 

In answer he bathed his lover’s lance with the same liquid, putting it to her lips. “Taste it,” he

told her, “and then we wil  couple, but I need your mouth upon me as mine has been upon you!” 

Lara did not hesitate, but took him between her lips, and suckled upon him. The coating

covering his flesh was the most delicious flavor she had ever tasted. She could not stop licking

at him, drawing upon his flesh. But then he gently pinched her nostrils together with firm

fingers, and when she gasped for air he drew himself from her mouth. 

“More!” she begged him. “More!” 

In answer he moved himself down her fevered body, and pressed the length of his lover’s

lance into her body as far as he could reach. Her slender legs wrapped themselves about him

in an effort to bring him deeper. Her sharp little nails began to rake frantical y down his back as

her passion built from a flame into a conflagration of desire. She screamed as he drew

himself almost completely out of her, then thrust hard over and over and over again until their

combined lusts exploded, leaving them both drained and barely conscious. When they came

to themselves again, the dawn of a new day was beginning to tease at the edges of the

horizon. 

What had happened? Lara attempted to remember the desire that had brought them to such a

weakened state. She sensed he was also awake, and wondered what he was thinking. 

“Magnus?” Her voice was a whisper. 

“Then I did not kil  you,” he half groaned. “Praise the Great Creator!” 

Lara laughed weakly. “Nay, you did not kil  me. Did you mean to, my lord?” 

“The lotions and liquids,” he said weakly. “I have never used them before. Corrado bought

them from one of the Hetarian traders. They cal  them Pleasure Enhancers, he said. He

thought we might enjoy them.” 

“Pleasure Enhancers are used in the Pleasure Houses by the Pleasure Women. Their

purpose is to encourage a lover whose interest cannot be gained by ordinary means, or who

can no longer function as he did in his youth. They are not for lovers in their prime, my lord,” 

Lara explained, half laughing. 

“We wil  not use them again,” he said. 

“We do not need to use them,” she replied. Then she snuggled into his arms. “Put them away, 

Magnus. I wil  always be able to share pleasures with you without such means. The mere

sound of your voice renders me weak with desire. But now I find I am so exhausted that I must

sleep, or fade away.” She closed her eyes with a sigh. The familiar scent of him was

comforting. 

The Dominus grinned. He was just as exhausted as she was, but relieved he had not had to

admit to it. “Perhaps I wil  rest a bit, too,” he murmured casual y. 

Lara swal owed back her laughter, relaxing against her husband until she heard him begin to

snore softly. Only then did she al ow herself to drift away. 

They were awakened several very short hours later by an apologetic serving woman. 

“Domina,” the woman shook Lara’s shoulder gently. “You must awaken.” 

“Domina,” the woman shook Lara’s shoulder gently. “You must awaken.” 

Drawing the coverlet about her Lara sat up. “What is it?” 

“The Lady Persis is preparing to leave. She insists you both come and bid her farewel . She

also says she would like the fur cape you promised her. She would remind you that it is cold

out upon the water.” 

Lara laughed, shaking her head with amusement. “Tel  Lady Persis that the Dominus and I wil

be with her very shortly. And she shal  have her cape.” 

“Yes, Domina,” the serving woman said, and withdrew. 

She turned to Magnus. 

“I heard,” he said with a groan. 

“She cannot leave until we have bid her farewel ,” Lara reasoned with him. 

“What about her cape?” he asked. “There has been no time to have one made. She wil  not

leave without it, you know.” 

“She shal  have it,” Lara said, rising from their bed. 

“Faerie magic?” he asked. 

“What other choice have I?” she replied. “Sirvat says she is angling to return to the castle. If

you want her here I wil  acquiesce, but I suspect she is not an easy woman to live with, 

Magnus, and I have little tolerance for fools.” 

“I would build her a house of her own before I would let her return to the castle,” he said. “There

would be little peace with her in the castle, and I cannot rule a kingdom if I must contend with

chaos in my home.” 

They quickly bathed and dressed, and went to seek out Lady Persis. Lara carried a beautiful

ful -length fur cape over her arm. They found the Dominus’s mother and her two elder

daughters in the day room of the Women’s Quarters. 

“She would not let us depart before we had seen you,” his eldest sister, Narda, said. “She has

forgotten what it is to be young and in love.” 

“I have forgotten nothing, rude girl!” Lady Persis replied. 

“I have brought you your cape, madam,” Lara said coming forward, and wrapping the garment

about the older woman. “You shal  never be cold again in the icy season.” She fastened the

cloak with delicate golden frog closings. “And it has a hood,” she added, drawing it up over

her mother-in-law’s head. “I knew that marten would flatter you, madam,” Lara said stepping

back to admire her hand-iwork. 

Lady Persis fingered the thick rich fur. She examined the gold work of the closings, and saw it

was perfect. There had been no time, she knew, for such a cape to be fashioned by mortal

hands, and thus she knew it was faerie work. She smiled, very wel  pleased, for it was obvious

her new daughter-in-law respected her — which was more than her three daughters did. “It is a

wonderful cloak,” she said. “Thank you, Lara.” 

Lara gave the older woman a gracious nod of her head. “I always keep my promises, 

madam,” she told Lady Persis. “And now I wil  bid you a safe journey.” She put her arms about

her husband’s mother, and kissed both of her cheeks. Then she stepped over to his two older

sisters, and wished them a safe journey as wel . Each woman moved on to the Dominus, and

then had no choice but to step upon the platform, which would take them to the quay below, 

and their vessels. Magnus Hauk shut the gate, and cal ed to the giant who operated it. “Take

them down now, and gently.” The platform began its descent, and then the trio were gone from

their sight. 

“Nicely done, wife,” he complimented her. “I could see the words forming upon my mother’s

lips as you so neatly dismissed her and my sisters.” 

“So could I,” Lara chuckled. “Now can we go back to bed, my lord?” 

He laughed, and putting a strong arm about her escorted her back to their private apartments

where they remained for the next several days isolated from the world, eating, drinking and

making passionate love — but without the aid of the Pleasure Enhancers. 

They also discussed the journey they would make to Hetar. It was better that no one knew of

their going. They had previously discussed going to the Dominus’s hunting lodge in the

foothil s of the Emerald Mountains, where they would have perfect privacy. They would take no

servants with them for Lara’s magic would be used to take care of them, they told Corrado

and Sirvat. They would go before the Snow Month, and return with the spring that immediately

fol owed it. 

“What if we need you?” Sirvat asked her brother. 

“For what purpose would you need me?” he replied. “You have your husband until the spring, 

for our trading vessels do not go to sea in the icy season. I wish time alone with my wife, and

no interference from others. Other men have this privilege when they are first wed. Why should

the Dominus not be al owed the same liberty?” 

“I wil  give you a means of contacting us,” Lara reassured Sirvat, “but be certain you cal  us

only in the instance of an emergency, not because you are bored or lonely. Your new home wil

be ready for you in early summer. You must continue working with the architect, and you need

to speak with the craftsmen about the furnishings. And Corrado wil  want time to plan for the

coming trading season so that the fleet’s time is put to its best use. And your husband needs

an heir. You wil  be much too busy to miss us. It is the perfect time for us to slip away.” 

Sirvat sighed. “I suppose you are right,” she said. “And it wil  be fun having the castle al  to

ourselves.” 

“Just as long as you don’t decide to keep it,” Magnus teased his little sister, and they al

laughed. 

“I think I prefer being a sea captain to a Dominus,” Corrado said, and he wiped his brow in a

gesture of mock relief. 

“And for a brief few weeks,” Magnus Hauk replied, “I shal  enjoy just being a man in love with

his wife, without the responsibilities of a kingdom on his shoulders.” 

Lara went to the stables the next morning to converse with Dasras. Speaking in a soft voice

that only he could hear, she told him where they would be going, and why. “Wil  you remain

here, or would you prefer to join the Fiacre again? Sakira must surely miss you.” 

“It has been some time,” the great stal ion agreed, “since I have run with my mate, Sakira. Now

that she is just over the mountains, and not across a sea perhaps it would be good to join her

again. When wil  you return?” 

“In the spring,” Lara said low. “I wil  send for you, for I know it is meant we be together, old

friend.” 

“Take Andraste and Verica,” Dasras advised. 

“Magnus and I wil  travel only as visitors to the City,” Lara answered. 

“Take the sword and the staff,” he repeated. “Better you not need them and have them, than

you need them and do not have them.” 

“Perhaps you are right,” Lara replied thoughtful y. “The City can be treacherous, and from al

the Shadow Prince has told me it has become more so in these last few years.” 

Dasras shook his great head in agreement. 

“Come,” Lara told the big beast, and he fol owed her from the stable into the courtyard. “Do not

tel  them where I am,” she whispered to him. “Just say I wil  visit them in the spring. Tel  my son I

send him my love, and wil  be with him soon. Go now!” And Lara watched as Dasras gal oped

across the courtyard, his great wings unfolding, lifting him up into the bright morning sky as he

turned above her and flew toward the mountains. She hurried back into the castle to find

Magnus. 

Within the confines of their apartments they held hands, and Lara with a simple spel  brought

them to the safety of the Dominus’s hunting lodge in the foothil s of the Emerald Mountains. 

The little hal  was cold, but with a snap of her fingers she caused a fire to ignite in the hearth. 

He watched as she lit lamps, and put food upon the table by means of her magic. They ate, 

and then he showed her about the smal  dwel ing, which was much like an Outlander’s house. 

As they cuddled together in bed that evening he asked her, “When shal  we go?” 

“Let us remain here a few days, my dear lord. Knowing Sirvat, she is bound to concoct an

emergency just so she may contact us. If we cannot answer her she wil  be terrified, and raise

a cry.” 

“By what means can she reach us?” he asked her. 

“I gave her a smal  mirror. Al  she need do is look into the glass, and cal  my name,” Lara

explained. “I wil  hear her.” 

“Why do you believe she wil  cal  you shortly?” he inquired. 

“Sirvat is curious. She wil  want to be certain the mirror works,” Lara replied. 

“Of course she wil !” Magnus agreed with a chuckle. “Very wel . We wil  remain here until she

has experimented with her magic mirror.” 

And two days later Sirvat did indeed cal  Lara’s name, and Lara answered her sister-in-law. 

“What is it you want, Sirvat?” she responded. 

“There is no emergency,” Sirvat admitted honestly. “I just wanted to make certain that your

mirror worked, Lara.” 

“Of course it works,” Lara said. “I made it myself.” 

“Having a sister who can make such magic takes a little bit of getting used to,” Sirvat said. 

“Are you and my brother enjoying your isolation? The snows wil  begin in another day or two. 

They always come at this time of year.” 

“We are quite cozy here,” Lara assured Sirvat. “I can light the hearth with just a snap of my

fingers, and the wood never burns away.” 

“What are you eating?” Sirvat wanted to know. 

“We eat faerie bread,” Lara said. “It tastes like whatever you wish it to taste, and the lodge

cel ar has barrels of good wine stored. It is very beautiful here, Sirvat. We have walked down

to the lake, which has just in the last day or two begun to show a skim of ice upon its surface. 

And it is so peaceful. I have beat Magnus twice playing Traders. My Hetarian vessels always

seem able to outrun his Terahn ships to the Safe Harbor,” she laughed. “And he is not the best

sport about it either. Did you always let him win?” 

“Much of the time, once I learned how to play,” Sirvat admitted smiling. 

“Wel ,” Lara said, “if there is no emergency you must go now, Sirvat. Please, do not cal  me

unless you truly need me. Once we return to the castle we shal  not have so peaceful a time. It

is a luxury we are very much enjoying. Your brother needs this time to himself. Being Dominus

is a great responsibility as you wel  know.” 

She heard Sirvat sigh. “Very wel , Lara. I promise not to use the mirror again unless it is a true

emergency. Corrado said I was being childish. We wil  see you in the spring,” she replied. 

“We wil  return home with the flowers,” Lara said with a smile. “Goodbye.” 

“Goodbye,” she heard Sirvat cal . 

“Now can we go?” Magnus Hauk, who had been listening, wanted to know. 

“Tomorrow,” Lara said, “or perhaps the next day. I must consider where to first bring us. I can

hardly transport us into the middle of a public square. Our advantage is in our discretion. We

must appear to be ordinary citizens of Hetar.” 

“You do not real y wish to do this, do you?” he said to her. 

“I wil  do it for you, but we must proceed cautiously. Hetar is a dangerous place, Magnus. You

have never faced the kind of danger that breeds there. The Shadow Princes gave me

Andraste because I need her. My mother gave me Verica for the same reason. Here in Terah

my need for them has been little, but when I return to Hetar, my need for them wil  be great. I

have no friends in the City. If he caught me Gaius Prospero might attempt to enslave me

again. And now that he is emperor he could change the laws as easily as he changes his

garments.” 

“Would your family not protect you?” the Dominus wanted to know. 

Lara laughed. “In Hetar everyone seeks status, and how one gains it does not matter, Magnus. 

It mattered not that my father’s skil s as a soldier were great. He could not join the ranks of the

Crusader Knights until he won his place in their tournament. And he could not enter that

tournament, which is only held every three years, unless he looked like a man worthy of a place

with them. He had to have fine garments, fine weapons, a magnificent warhorse. But he was a

poor man, and the only means he had of obtaining these necessities was to sel  his beautiful

daughter. 

“I was proud to help my father. Honored that Gaius Prospero, then Master of the Merchants, 

would pay such a high price for me. My stepmother and I purchased al  the right materials to

make my father the garments he needed to impress those enrol ing the combatants on the

Application Day. Now I know from where those materials came,” Lara said with a smal  smile. 

“The monies obtained for me purchased my father the best armor, the best weapons, the best

horse and the aid of several elderly Crusader Knights. He won his tournament, and I was

proud of him. 

“He, my stepmother and my half brother Mikhail were moved from their hovel in the Mercenary

Quarter to a fine house in the Garden District where only the Crusader Knights live. My

stepmother was given servants, and she was so proud of her new status. She and my father

bid me farewel  with little sentiment that I could see. They were very eager to begin their new

life, Magnus. I would not expect them to endanger themselves for me. They are Hetarian, and

that means guarding one’s place in the world of Hetar. There is no thought of going backward

for a Hetarian. There is only one way to go, and that is up. 

“I wil  take you to the City. I wil  show you the world from which I came, but your world, the world

in which I now live, is a far better place. You go so that you may understand Hetar, and its

people. Know that they would be your enemy if they knew of Terah and its riches. For now I

think we may be safe. Gaining the Outlands wil  solve their problems for the interim, and

perhaps even for many years to come. But I wil  show you more than just the City. We wil  travel

the Midlands. You wil  enter the faerie kingdom of my mother in the forest so you may see the

Forest Lords without them seeing us. We wil  visit the Shadow Princes. I wil  show you the

Outlands so you may truly understand what has been taken from the clan families. We wil  see

the province of the Coastal Kings before we come home again in the spring. I must restore

Archeron to his place before Arcas reveals the secret of Terah. And Magnus, you must trust

me without reservation. No matter what happens you must trust me to bring us home in safety. 

Sometimes it wil  not be easy, I know. You are a great ruler of a great land, but you are an

innocent where the world of Hetar is concerned.” 

“You make it sound both terrifying and intriguing,” he said. 

“It is both,” she answered with a smile. “And more.” 

“And yet I am more eager than ever to go,” he told her. 

“I sense that,” she replied. “Give me another day to gather my strength, and we wil  go. You

have not yet promised me,” she reminded him. 

“Promised you what?” he asked mischievously. 

“That you wil  trust my judgment in Hetar above your own,” Lara said. 

He took her into his arms, and looked down into her beautiful face. “While it goes against my

nature as a man,” he told her, “I wil  do my best to trust to your wisdom and experience while

we are in Hetar.” Then he kissed her mouth lightly. 

She laughed up at him. “And you wil  not object if I must defend us?” 

“I have yet to hear Andraste sing,” he said with a smal  grin. 

“I hope you never have to,” Lara told him. “Sleep wel  tonight, my lord Dominus. Tomorrow I wil

take us to Hetar. Neither of us wil  sleep wel  there.” 
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THE AIR IN THE CITY was foul. She had not remembered such a stench. There was garbage in

the streets. She did not remember the streets being so dirty. There seemed to be more

people, and the noise was unending. There were beggars everywhere, on corners and in

doorways. Had it always been like this? Had she not noticed because it was al  so familiar

then? Lara had been curious to see the City again, but now she wished she were anywhere

but here. 

She had brought them to a secluded area outside of the City, and they had walked the

remainder of the way. They were joined as they walked by others going to the City, some on

foot, others driving carts that held produce. 

Arriving at the main gates they waited patiently amid the growing crowd until the sun crept over

the horizon signaling dawn. The gates creaked slowly open, and they entered with the others, 

looking for al  the world like simple travelers. 

“We must find an inn so we wil  have a place to stay tonight,” Lara said low. 

“Do you know where to go?” he asked her. 

“Yes,” she said. “There wil  be an inn outside of the Council Quarter gates. Come, it is this

way.” Lara moved quickly through the streets, which were growing more crowded as the day

advanced. Final y she saw the open but guarded gates to the Council Quarter ahead of her, 

and directly opposite, the inn she sought. She turned to Magnus. “You must speak for us or it

wil  seem odd. You wil  be asked to show your travel papers. They are inside your cloak in a

pocket by your heart. You are Master Magnus, a silk merchant from the Coastal Kingdom, and

I am your wife. They wil  not question you. They simply wish to see the papers, but if they ask

why we are here say we are newly married, and have come to see the wonders of the City.” 

“We are newly married,” he said with a little smile, “and we have indeed come to see the

wonders of this place.” 

“Be cautious, Magnus,” she advised him. “This is not Terah. There are spies everywhere

looking for information to sel . We cannot draw attention to ourselves. You wished to see this

place, and so we have come. But we must not remain more than two or three days. I can

already see much has changed, and it frightens me.” 

They entered the inn, which was cal ed simply The Traveler’s Rest, and the innkeeper hurried

up to them, smiling toothily. 

“How may I serve you, sir?” he asked. 

“A room for my wife and myself,” Magnus said. He drew a smal  purse from his cloak, and

hefted it in his hand suggestively. 

“You have come far, sir?” the innkeeper inquired. 

“The Coastal Province,” Magnus replied, and then he added, “we were caught outside your

gates last night. Have things gotten so bad that a late traveler cannot be admitted by that smal

door in the gates after they have been closed for the night? My wife has probably caught a

chil .” 

“There are new rules in place since the emperor was elected,” the innkeeper said. And then he

lowered his voice. “It has made it far more difficult to do business, but once we have taken the

Outlands back from the barbarians who stole them, it wil  be easier for us al , sir. If I may see

your travel papers, please.” 

Magnus reached into the cloak and withdrew the packet from the pocket over his heart, 

handing it to the innkeeper. 

The innkeeper scanned the papers, and then obviously satisfied said, “I have a fine chamber

on the upper floor overlooking the garden. I am sure it wil  suit, sir. For how long wil  you need

it?” He handed the papers back to Magnus Hauk. 

“We wil  remain with you three days,” Magnus said. “It is our wedding trip, and I promised my

wife a visit to the City before she must settle down to the business of giving me sons.” He

chuckled. “But I must admit I enjoy the making of those sons with my bride.” 

The innkeeper grinned knowingly. “Then you wil  not be interested in one of our fine Pleasure

Houses, sir. Very good. If you wil  fol ow me, please, I wil  take you to your chamber. You wil  not

have eaten yet if you spent the night outside the gates. I shal  send a serving woman to you

with some food to break your fast.” He led them up a staircase and down a hal way to a door

at the corridor’s end. Opening it, the innkeeper ushered the couple inside. “Wil  this be

satisfactory, sir?” 

Lara flicked an eyelash at Magnus. 

“It wil  suit,” Magnus replied. He took two coins from the bag he carried. “Is this enough?” he

asked. 

“For today, indeed sir, most acceptable. You may settle the rest of your bil  when you depart in

three days’ time.” The innkeeper bowed obsequiously, and backed from the room. “I wil  have

your food sent right up, sir.” Then he was gone. 

Lara put a warning finger to her lips, and then she said in a deceptively girlish voice, “Oh, 

Magnus, I never expected anything this grand!” Moving across the room she put her ear to the

door. “He’s gone,” she said. “He waited just long enough to hear me, and then hurried off. After

we eat I shal  show you some of the City.” 

“From what I have seen so far it isn’t a place I particularly like,” Magnus admitted. “Nor is this

sudden mistrust you have developed.” 

“Hetar is not like Terah, my lord husband,” Lara answered him. “Be skeptical of everything

here, and do not put your faith in anyone you meet or anything they tel  you. In Hetar, and

particularly in the City, your status depends upon what you have. We travel as middle-class

citizens of the Coastal Kingdom. Respectable, able to pay our way, but of no great

importance. Therefore little attention wil  be paid to us. This is the best course for us to fol ow.” 

“You do not like being here,” he said quietly. 

“Nay, I do not,” Lara admitted. “I sense danger as I have never before sensed it. If we should

be separated, or anything untoward should occur go through the gates across the way. That is

the Council Quarter. Seek out one of the Shadow Princes. They can protect you, Magnus, if I

cannot.” 

“This is beginning to seem like a bad idea,” he said wryly. 

“You wanted to see Hetar and meet Hetarians, husband. It is a wise thing to know your enemy. 

I only caution you, for you are an innocent where Hetar is concerned. And did you hear what

the innkeeper said about the Outlands?” 

“Aye, that they were planning to take back from barbarians what was theirs,” he answered her. 

“Was that land once a part of Hetar?” 

“Never! But that is the story they wil  have put about for some time in order to whip up public

sentiment against the Outlanders,” she explained. “The barbarians have stolen our lands. They

have kil ed our people. Only savages would send seven cartloads of our dead, cruel y

slaughtered innocents, into the City to mock us.” She laughed softly. “Oh, yes, that is what they

would say. We have been attacked. Proud Hetar has been defied. They would drum up a swel

of nationalistic outrage, and use it to recruit men into the Mercenaries. In Hetar, Mercenaries

are but fodder to be kil ed while the Crusader Knights direct and lead a battle. But the Knights

are on horseback and armored. Few of them are kil ed, but then what are the extra sons of the

Midlands good for if not to be exterminated in fighting? Fewer mouths to be fed. Fewer

children born. In a society like Hetar peace becomes a dangerous opiate, Magnus. Too much

prosperity is not good for the masses.” She bit her lip in frustration, surprised by her own

outburst. 

A sudden knock on the door startled them both. He opened it, and a young girl, bowed down

with the weight of the tray she carried, stumbled into the room. “The master said you needed a

meal,” the girl said setting the tray upon a smal  table. Then, not even looking at them, she

scampered out down the corridor. Magnus shut the door behind her. 

“She seemed frightened,” he noted. 

“Perhaps, but perhaps she just has a lot of work to do, and this was but an extra chore thrust

upon her,” Lara said. “Had I been plainer her fate might have been mine.” She lifted the napkin

from the tray to reveal fresh bread, fruit, cheese, two hard-boiled eggs and two smal  cups of

liquid. Picking up one of the cups she tasted it. “Frine,” she pronounced. 

“What is frine?” he asked her. 

“A mixture of fruit juice and wine, watered,” she told him. “It is refreshing. The meal is simple

enough, but there is no meat. You must ask the innkeeper why there is no meat with the meal. 

You are a big man, and should have meat.” 

“You are being very deferential publicly,” he said. 

“It is the custom in Hetar for women to be deferential to their men,” Lara explained. “And al

women must have men for protectors. A woman without a male is considered the lowest of

creatures. A father, a brother, an uncle, a husband, a son. But there must be someone

masculine to defend and safeguard her, or she can become prey for the unscrupulous. She

could be forced into one of the less desirable Pleasure Houses as a slave, and worked to

death.” 

“Tel  me about these Pleasure Houses?” he asked her. 

“As I have told you, I was meant for one,” Lara said. “The Pleasure Houses are owned by men, 

except for a rare few — women are not usual y entrusted with property. Pleasure Mistresses

are the ones with the responsibility of managing the houses. They see to every aspect of them. 

Food. Repairs. Supplies. The training of the young girls. Keeping the women in order. 

Knowing the desires and foibles of the men who visit regularly. They receive a generous

remuneration for their talents. But it is the owner of the Pleasure House who takes the lion’s

share of the profits, of course,” she explained. “The Pleasure Women have but one duty in life. 

To give and receive pleasure. Those who do it very wel  are much in demand. Some have

even become famous in Hetar, unusual for a female. A few of the Pleasure Houses specialize

in the more deviant forms of passion, but only two or three of them. Some of the Pleasure

Houses service the ordinary man. Most, however, are for the wealthy whose tastes are more

refined. There is more profit in serving the wealthy than the simple man.” She divided the food, 

giving him more bread, and both eggs. 

“Pleasure is not real y a commodity in Terah,” he observed. 

“Terah,” Lara said to him, “does not worship the Celestial Actuary, but rather the Great Creator. 

The world of Hetar is driven by profit, Magnus. Everything is judged by that standard.” She

began to eat. The bread was good, the cheese mediocre and the fruit had seen better days. 

She wondered why a respectable inn across from the Council Quarters would offer its guests

such scanty fare. She would speak to the little servant girl about it. 

He gulped his portion, and Lara knew it wasn’t enough for him. He was a big man, and used to

good meals. 

“There are usual y vendors on the street sel ing food,” she said. 

“Good! Master Innkeeper wil  have to do better than this,” Magnus said grimly. 

“You cannot fuss, my lord,” she advised again. “Remember, we are simple folk.” 

“Let us hope the bed is not infested,” he grumbled at her. 

“Come, and I wil  show you the City,” Lara invited. 

They departed the inn, and began to move through the crowded streets. She brought him

through the gates of the Quarter where she had grown up, and showed him the hovel that had

once belonged to her father. There was no one now who would recognize Lara, daughter of

Swiftsword, and she was plainly dressed, a dark veil over her golden hair, which she had

braided and hidden beneath a dark snood. They noted how overcrowded the Quarter was. 

“It was always ful , but never like this,” Lara noted. “Gaius Prospero has built himself up a great

army.” 

“To no avail,” Magnus murmured low. 

Lara smiled. “He has promised them the spoils of war, and there wil  be none. I am certain he

intended to divide the land up for himself and his friends. Now he wil  have to give some of it

away to satisfy the Guild of Mercenaries. If there is no enemy there is no need for a large

force, and many of these men are sons of Midland farmers. To be given land to farm wil  wel

satisfy them even if it does not satisfy Gaius Prospero.” A smal  chuckle escaped her. “I must

admit I do enjoy seeing that man thwarted in his grandiose schemes. Ah, here is the Golden

District where only the most wealthy are permitted to reside.” 

“Can we go in?” he asked her. 

Lara shook her head. “Not unless you wish me to have the guardsmen at the gates announce

me to Gaius Prospero. I’m quite certain he would be delighted to receive me, my lord, and to

learn of your fine kingdom, which he would begin to consider conquering. Especial y after he

faces disappointment in the Outlands.” 

“Let us find a market and buy something to eat,” he said. “I am ravenous, and those two little

eggs, a bad slice of cheese, bread and a few grapes are not enough for a man of my

appetites.” He gazed through the open gates into the Golden District. It was almost pastoral in

appearance with great trees and green lawns. 

“Move along!” snapped a guardsman seeing his interest. 

“Your pardon, sir,” Magnus Hauk said politely. “My wife and I are from the coast, and we have

never before been to the City. Who lives here?” 

“The emperor and his court,” the guardsman said, his tone a touch more friendly. “Come

closer, and take a real look,” he invited them. 

Lara’s reluctant hand in his, Magnus stepped nearer and gawked, as he knew he would be

expected to do. He could see several fine marble mansions. “’Tis grand, sir,” he said to the

guardsman. “I have never seen its like before. Thank you.” He bowed. 

The guardsman nodded in return as they moved off. 

“You have a flair for the dramatic,” Lara noted amused. 

“It is difficult to resist,” Magnus replied. “Everyone here seems to be a cock on his own dung

hil . I could tel  his position was important to him. I wil  wager if I had talked more with him we

could have gotten in to the Golden District to walk around.” 

“And run smack into Gaius Prospero, or his toady Jonah, who I suspect is a truly dangerous

man,” Lara said. 

“And Gaius Prospero is not?” Magnus was curious. 

“The Master of the Merchants, or I suppose I should now say, the emperor, is more interested

in acquisition and pleasure than anything else. But Jonah, I believe, seeks power.” 

“Look, up ahead the avenue opens into a square, and I see kiosks and awnings. It is a

market!” Magnus said, wel  pleased. 

“I must buy a basket if we are to make other purchases,” Lara said, and with one or two

queries they found their way to a basket weaver’s awning. Looking careful y Lara final y

selected an open container woven from wil ow wands. She bargained with the basket weaver

until a suitable price was agreed upon by them both. Then she turned to her husband who

wordlessly brought forth the proper coin. They walked onward. 

“I see here in the marketplace you are free to speak up,” he noted. 

“Yes, this is a woman’s province. It is not odd for her man to accompany her here, but she is

the one who makes the purchases, and bargains where suitable,” Lara explained. She next

purchased a smal  fresh loaf of bread, some cooked meat, a wedge of cheese that she first

tasted and approved. It was al  more expensive than she had remembered, and it had been

Lara who marketed for her family. An old woman vendor was displaying apples, pears and

grapes of a much better quality than they had been offered at the inn this morning. Lara was

further shocked by the price the old lady asked. 

“Why are they so expensive?” she asked. 

“The spring was wet, and the blossoms did not set properly. The harvest has been a poor

one,” the fruit sel er explained. “The trees and the vines are al  old now. But when we take back

the land the barbarians stole from us it wil  be different. We wil  plant new trees and vines. 

Food is scarce this year. It is the same al  over Hetar.” 

“Not quite so much in the Coastal province where we come from,” Lara told her. Then turning

the subject she said, “I wil  take two apples, two pears and a smal  bunch of your lovely green

grapes. As it is my husband wil  complain at me for the cost.” She held out her hand to Magnus

who, glowering as he was supposed to, counted out the coins for the fruit, grumbling beneath

his breath as he did so. Lara handed the fruit sel er the coins, and received in return the fruit

she had requested. Seeing a third apple she looked at the woman questioningly. 

“It’s smal ,” the old lady said. “I won’t be able to sel  it anyway. You might as wel  have it.” 

“Thank you,” Lara said, and gave the vendor a smile. 

“Wel ,” Magnus said as the moved away, “there is one person in Hetar not interested in a great

profit.” 

“The people are good, my lord,” Lara told him. “It is those in power who are overcome by their

greed.” And then she stopped suddenly, for directly in her path was her stepmother, and she

was staring with shock and surprise directly at Lara. 

Sensing something wrong Magnus asked, “What is it, Lara?” 

Lara drew a long breath, and then she said, “Susanna. You are looking wel .” 

Her stepmother swal owed hard, and then she practical y whispered, “What are you doing

here, Lara?” There was a young boy at her side. 

“Is this Mikhail?” Lara asked, smiling at the child. 

“Yes,” Susanna said. “You have not answered my question.” 

“I do not think a public street is the place for this conversation, Susanna,” Lara replied. “We

are near the Garden District. Wil  you not invite my husband and me there so we may speak

together? Perhaps I might even see my father, if he is not preparing for the Outlands invasion.” 

Her tone was pleasant. She took Susanna’s arm and drew her out of the center of the

walkway. 

“No one can enter the Garden District now except those living there. You would need a special

permit, and I do not see how you could get one,” Susanna protested. 

“My magic has increased in the years I have been gone from Hetar, Stepmother,” Lara told

her. “I can render my husband and me invisible. We wil  fol ow you home, and no one wil  be

the wiser,” she said. 

“Our servants wil  see you!” Susanna protested. 

“And wil  they be bold enough to question you about your guests?” Lara asked her scornful y. 

“We wil  be discreet, Susanna. I have no wish to draw attention to us.” 

“You wil  do it whether I say yes or not,” Susanna responded. Then she turned, and taking her

son by the hand, moved quickly off back into the pathway between the kiosks and open shops. 

“She has not always been so fearful,” Lara said as they moved to fol ow Susanna. “Be careful

not to bump anyone, Magnus. We are quite invisible now.” 

“Thank you for tel ing me,” he said wryly as he avoided a rather plump matron. 

They trailed after Lara’s stepmother and young brother, fol owing them from the marketplace

down several streets, and through the gates into the Garden District. The guardsman at the

gate greeted Susanna and her son politely as they walked by him. 

Final y Susanna stopped a moment, and then she entered a large marble vil a. It was not the

house that Lara recal ed her father being assigned when he first became a Crusader Knight. 

Obviously John Swiftsword had come up in the world. But Lara did recognize the slave man

who hurried forth to welcome his mistress home. 

“I shal  be in my privy chamber, Nels,” Susanna said. “I do not wish to be disturbed. Please

take Master Mikhail to the nursery. Where is my husband?” 

“He has only just arrived home himself, Mistress,” Nels replied. 

“Would you ask him to join me?” Susanna told the slave. Then she turned and hurried off. 

Lara and Magnus fol owed behind her. 

Susanna waited long enough to be certain they had entered her smal  privy chamber where

she came to sit and meditate. “Are you both here now?” she asked them. 

“We are,” said Lara, reappearing, and rendering Magnus visible again, too. 

Susanna jumped to find Lara directly next to her. “When your father comes you wil  tel  us why

you are here. Then I want you to go as you came,” she said. “Your very presence endangers

my family. I don’t want you here.” 

The door to the smal  chamber opened, then closed, and John Swiftsword entered the room. 

He stared disbelieving at first, and then a wariness crept into his face. “Lara.” 

“I greet you, my father,” she replied. 

John Swiftsword looked to his wife questioningly. 

“I saw them in the open market three streets over,” Susanna said. “She insisted on coming

with me, but no one knows she is here. Her magic made her invisible to the guards at the gate

and to the house slaves. John, make her go! If she is discovered we wil  be dishonored, and

everything you have worked for wil  be taken from us.” 

“Sit down, Wife,” John Swiftsword said. Then he turned to his daughter. “Who is this man with

you, Lara?” 

“He is my husband, the ruler of a great land, Father,” Lara answered. 

John Swiftsword look confused. “We heard you murdered your Forest Lord master, and fled to

the Outlands. Then it is said you helped lead a rebel ion that caused the deaths of several

hundred of our Mercenaries. I saw the death carts myself. Mistress Mildred’s hovel was

discovered empty and covered in blood. She and her son, Wilmot, were never seen alive

again. It was said you were responsible, for Wilmot denounced you before the High Council of

Hetar.” 

Lara shook her head. “Gaius Prospero has been quite busy defaming my reputation in order

to rebuild his own,” she said. “May we sit, Father? The tale I have to tel  is a long one. My

husband is cal ed Magnus Hauk, which means Hawk. He is the Dominus of a land cal ed

Terah.” 

“Is this some area of the Outlands?” her father asked. 

“No,” Lara said. “Terah is not the Outlands. Now as to the stories you have been told, there is

truth in al  of them. I did indeed flee the Forest Lords, for they were brutal masters with a

penchant for murdering their slaves. I was aided in my escape by the last living Forest Giant

who was also mistreated by them. We went into the desert and were taken in by one of the

Shadow Princes. It was the Shadow Princes who opened my mind to my faerie blood, 

reunited me with my mother and schooled me to be the warrior I have become. 

“I have a sword, father.” Shrugging off the long enveloping cloak she had been wearing, Lara

drew her weapon from the scabbard upon her back. “This is Andraste,” she said. “This is my

father, John Swiftsword,” she told the sword. 

Andraste’s emerald eyes opened and she surveyed the surprised man. “He is a great warrior, 

Mistress, but you are surely his equal,” she said. 

Susanna screamed softly as the weapon spoke, and her husband took a step back. 

“I am considered a great warrior, Father,” Lara told him. “I slew the Forest Lord who tried to

reclaim me in defiance of our own Hetarian laws. Then the princes paid his brother a

generous indemnity. Afterwards, I journeyed into the Outlands where I wed their greatest

leader and lord, Vartan of the Fiacre. When Hetar invaded two of the clan families’ territory

and enslaved the people, Vartan led a force to drive them out, and we were successful. The

Outlanders are peaceful folk. It was Hetar who broke the ancient treaties.” She resheathed her

sword. 

“Nay,” her father said. “They infringed upon Hetar, and we had no choice but to protect

ourselves. Those territories were annexed to prevent further encroachment.” 

“So said Gaius Prospero and his minions,” Lara replied scornful y. “The Tormod and Piaras

territories were invaded in order to rob and pil age their gold, silver and gemstone mines. 

Gaius Prospero made himself quite rich in those few months before we drove Hetar back

behind their own borders. I saved Wilmot in that battle, and sent him to Gaius Prospero first, 

and then to the High Council where he was protected by the Shadow Princes and the Coastal

Kings. He and his mother were transported to the desert, where they live in the palace of a

prince even to this day. 

“And peace was restored in the Outlands. I bore Vartan two children. But then he was

assassinated at the behest of Gaius Prospero, who hoped by depriving the Outlands of their

strongest leader they would be weakened. But the clan families have not been weakened. 

They elected a new leader and grew stronger. But I have a destiny, and it cal ed to me once

again. I traveled to the Coastal Kingdom, and from there to Terah, where I lifted a great curse

from the men of the land.” 

“Why have you returned to Hetar?” her father asked her candidly. 

“Magnus wanted to see the City,” Lara replied. 

“Why?” John Swiftsword demanded. 

“Because,” the Dominus of Terah said, “if you wil  invade peaceful neighbors and violate

ancient treaties, it is possible that one day you may decide to invade my lands on some

pretext or another.” 

“Hetar is not an aggressor!” John Swiftsword declared vehemently. “We are a peaceful

people. We seek only what is ours, and the Outlands belong to Hetar. For centuries we have

left its indigenous folk to wander its steppes, but now we need those lands back. The City is

overcrowded. The Midlands can no longer feed us. We must resettle our own Hetarians in the

Outlands.” 

“And what wil  happen to its people?” Magnus Hauk asked him. 

“They are savages, and must be civilized to Hetarian ways. This wil  be best accomplished by

absorbing them into our society as slaves,” John Swiftsword replied. 

“I can hardly believe what I am hearing from your mouth, Father,” Lara said. “I was the wife of

an Outlands lord. These are not wandering tribesmen. These are people with vil ages, flocks, 

herds, ancient customs and a civilized way of life. Gaius Prospero and his minions have not

lived among the Outlands clan families, but I have. Whose word is more valid in this instance?” 

“Lara, you were always a difficult girl,” her father replied. “Only your great beauty saved you. 

You could have been a famed Pleasure Woman in the City but for your intransigence. The

emperor was very disappointed in you and your behavior. Whatever fate you have suffered

has been your own fault.” 

“Difficult?” She was astounded. “When grandmother died I was stil  a child, but I cooked, and

cleaned and mended your clothes for you, Father. When after several years you took Susanna

to wife I welcomed her as a dutiful daughter should. I taught her how to bargain in the

marketplace, and deal with the tradespeople. I helped with my baby brother Mikhail. I soothed

your conscience when you sold me to Gaius Prospero. I was never difficult, and for you to

accuse me of it now is despicable. As a Mercenary you were an honorable man, but I see that

you have now become a true Hetarian in every sense of the word. You rewrite history to suit

your ideas and actions. You are only interested in what you can acquire. I see you have gained

a larger house than the one that was original y assigned to you. What service did you perform

for Hetar to merit it? 

“I should not have attempted to see you but that Susanna recognized me in the market, and I

realized it was my little brother Mikhail by her side. He looks like you, Father. But your wife did

not even bother to introduce me to my brother. I was foolish for wanting to know him even

briefly. I have a faerie brother, you know. His name is Cirilo, and he is just a bit younger than

Mikhail. He wil  one day be king of the Forest Faeries. My mother welcomed me as you have

not. I shal  not forget it.” 

“Mikhail doesn’t even know he has an older sister,” Susanna said suddenly. “He was stil  an

infant when you left. He believes he is the eldest of your father’s children. Why would we tel

him of you? A traitor to Hetar! A murderess!” 

“You have other children,” Lara said. It wasn’t a question. 

“I have given your father four sons. Mikhail, Haemon, Vili and Anyon,” Susanna said proudly. 

“Four sons for the order of the Crusader Knights. And each child I have borne is healthy and

strong. You asked what your father did to merit this house? It was not your father. It was me! 

Successful breeders of sons who are wives to the men of this order are rewarded with larger

homes and more servants. Even now another son grows in my bel y, and Anyon is not yet a

year!” she said proudly. 

“And do your sisters envy you now, Susanna?” Lara asked her stepmother softly. 

Susanna giggled, and for a moment Lara saw the girl she had once been. “You remembered,” 

she said. “Aye, they do envy me.” 

“Then you have everything you ever wanted,” Lara murmured. 

A knock sounded upon the door. 

“I said I was not to be disturbed!” Susanna cried. 

“Mistress, a messenger from the emperor is at our door,” Nels cal ed to her. 

“What does he want?” Susanna asked. 

“He wil  only speak with you, or Sir John,” Nels responded. 

Susanna looked to her husband, who appeared unsure of what to do. 

“We wil  be invisible to the messenger,” Lara said to her father. 

“Show the messenger in, Nels,” John Swiftsword cal ed to his slave. 

Several moments later the door to Susanna’s privy chamber was opened, and a smartly

uniformed messenger stepped through into the room. Lara and Magnus were no longer

visible. They had just faded away before Susanna’s eyes. 

“Sir John Swiftsword?” 

John nodded, and the messenger handed him a tightly rol ed parchment. 

“From the emperor, sir. I am to await a return message.” He stood at attention while John

unrol ed the scrol , and perused it slowly. 

“The emperor invites us to join him for dinner,” John Swiftsword said. “And we are to bring our

guests.” He grew pale, and suddenly silent. Then he heard Lara whisper in his ear. 

“Say, yes, Father! And say it now before the messenger wonders why you are near to shaking

with your fear,” Lara said in a hard voice that only he could hear. 

“Tel  the emperor we wil  be delighted to join him,” John Swiftsword answered the messenger, 

regaining his courage. 

“Two litters wil  be here at sunset to take you to the emperor’s home,” the messenger said, 

bowing again, and then turning he left the room. 

Lara and Magnus returned to their view, and seeing them her father’s face grew tight with his

anxiety. His daughter’s magic was, he found, very unnerving. 

Susanna began to moan. “We are ruined! You could not be satisfied unless you brought ruin

upon us, could you? My poor children! What wil  become of them?” 

“How did he know?” John Swiftsword wondered aloud. 

Lara laughed. “His spy system is even better than I would have given him credit for,” she said

admiringly. “I see the fine hand of his slave, Jonah, in this.” 

“Jonah is no longer a slave, but a freed man. He is the emperor’s closest advisor,” her father

told them. “He is cal ed the right hand of the emperor.” 

“Yes,” Lara said slowly. “He could accomplish much more as a free man than as a slave. I

certainly did,” she concluded with a chuckle. 

“You wil  get us al  kil ed!” Susanna sobbed. “Why did you have to come back?” 

“A proven breeder such as yourself would not be kil ed, Stepmother,” Lara said scornful y. 

“Gaius Prospero has somehow found out I am in the City. If murder were on his mind we

should already be dead. No. He wants something, and he is wil ing to be charming in order to

obtain it. Magnus and I must return to our lodging. I am certain that your emperor’s litter wil  be

waiting for us there at the appointed hour, and not here.” And then she and Magnus were gone

from John and Susanna’s sight. 

“Whatever the emperor wants we wil  agree to,” Susanna said nervously. 

“He desires nothing of us but an assurance of our loyalty,” her husband said. “We would not

even be asked to dine with him but that he wants Lara there. I wonder if she wil  go, or if she

wil  disappear from the City. I thought she looked like her mother when she was a girl, but now

the resemblance is even stronger. And she has gained much magic, it would seem. She is

more faerie than mortal now,” he said almost regretful y. 

“This man she was with,” Susanna said. “Do you think he is real y her husband?” 

“If it were not so she would not have said it,” John replied. “Lara was never a liar, but where is

the place she cal s Terah? And what of the children she mentioned? Did she tel  you if they

were sons or daughters?” 

“I know nothing more than you do, husband,” Susanna responded. “Oh, what shal  I wear

tonight? It must be perfect if we are to dine with the emperor. Wait until I write to my sisters

about that!” she cried excitedly, and hurried from her little privy chamber. 

John Swiftsword sat back down again. He thought about what his daughter had told him, and

was troubled, for as he had said to his wife, Lara did not lie. But several years had passed

since Lara had left the City. How much had she changed? Gaius Prospero had promised him

that she would be treated wel , but obviously that had not happened. What was the truth behind

her disappearance? She had not real y said. He had met several Forest Lords, and they were

certainly not pleasant men. And she had not, according to her version of the tale, murdered her

master and fled. She had fled, and when the Forester had final y found her she had slain him. 

Why, if the year and the day al owed escaped slaves to gain their freedom had passed? 

And the sword she carried! It was beautiful, and unlike any he had ever seen. Its craftsman had

obviously had much magic at his disposal. It gave him a smal  feeling of pride to know his

daughter had become a great swordswoman. He would have never considered his delicate, 

beautiful Lara as a warrior. But a sword could not fight for her. It could only fight with her. She

had obviously been wel  trained, but by who? There was so much he didn’t know, and so much

he wanted to. He had four fine sons, but only one daughter. He realized Susanna was jealous

of Lara. She always had been. Alas, it could not be helped now. 

He wanted more time with Lara, but he strongly doubted that he would be given that time. The

invasion of the Outlands was near, and suddenly he was troubled. In the last few years it had

been said that the Outlands were real y Hetarian, but John Swiftsword did not recal  ever

having heard that before. Now, however, everyone said it was so, believed it was so. Why

would the government lie to them? The City had always been crowded. And if al  the Midland

farmers farmed the way his father once had, resting alternating fields each year, it would have

been fine. But the Squire of the Midlands had decreed that al  the fields must be planted each

growing season. The land had worn itself out. But when John suggested resting the fields to

his brother-in-law, he had been scornful of John Swiftsword’s suggestion. 

“You do what you do best, John, and I’l  do what I do best,” Susanna’s brother had told him. 

And then his wife had scolded him for trying to tel  her family how to farm, for they had grown

wealthy with their enormous crops. Now suddenly the land had refused to cooperate, and they

could barely feed themselves. It was al  very odd. 

“Sir?” Nels was at his elbow. He hadn’t even heard the slave come into the room. “The

mistress says you must hurry and dress if you are to be ready when the imperial litter comes

for you.” 

“Aye, I had better get ready,” he agreed, and standing up he hurried from the chamber. As he

went he wondered if Lara would come, or whether she would disappear. 

Lara was considering the same thing even as her father thought it. “We entered the City under

a cloak of invisibility,” she said. “How did Gaius Prospero know I was here? He is far more

dangerous than I had anticipated.” 

“Do you want to attend the emperor? Or shal  we depart?” Magnus asked her. “In a single day I

have seen enough of Hetar to know that I do not like these people or their ways. I would be

happy to sleep in my own bed tonight in Terah. You always spoke wel  of your stepmother, but I

find her self-centered and selfish. And your father may be a great soldier, my faerie love, but

he is a weak man, I fear.” 

“I know,” Lara replied. “I saw it as a girl, and I see it again now. He is a man who trusts the

establishment and what they tel  him. He can see no farther than the end of his handsome

nose. And I have confused him, I fear, for he knows I do not lie. Yet everything I have told him is

in direct conflict with what the government has told him. But do not be too hard on Susanna. 

She is only protecting her family.” 

“She is protecting her status and her possessions,” he said grimly. 

Lara laughed. “Yes, she is. As a mother, however, she has considered her four sons in al  of

this. How sad that my brothers, especial y Mikhail, do not know of me.” 

“It’s cruel,” he declared. “I saw your face when she told you. The bitch hurt you, Lara, and for

that she wil  have my enmity. Now, do we go and dine with this emperor of Hetar? Or do we

return home?” 

“We dine,” Lara told him. “I want Gaius Prospero to see what I have become, and perhaps

even be afraid. But first we must drink.” And she drew two smal  vials from her pocket, handing

him one. “Poison is one of Hetar’s favorite weapons. This wil  protect us against anything the

emperor attempts to kil  us with, my husband.” 

Magnus Hauk shook his head wearily, but he took the vial, uncorked it and drank down the

contents as she was doing the same. “It tastes like Tera berries,” he noted. 

“Your favorite,” she said with a smal  smile. “Now I must use magic to clothe us, for we brought

nothing but what we are wearing. Ordinary folk do not travel with vast wardrobes. You must be

garbed with dignity, but not too ostentatiously.” She undid the leather belt holding her scabbard

and sword. “Go into the shadows unseen,” she commanded Andraste who disappeared from

her hand. “There,” Lara said. “She and Verica wil  keep each other company this evening, and

anyone entering this chamber wil  not see them.” 

“Dignified,” Magnus reminded his wife. 

“Go and wash while I consider it,” Lara told him. She considered, and then with a smal  motion

of her hand she produced a long white tunic with short sleeves, edged in bands of purple-andgold, along with a pair of gold sandals, which she lay upon their bed. Another gesture of the

same hand brought forth a simple long sleeveless gown with a draped neckline. The

iridescent gown shimmered like it had been made with sunlight and moonbeams. Lara bathed

herself in the basin her husband used, and slipped the gown on along with a pair of silver

sandals. Her star crystal was her only jewelry. Her hair was plaited in a single braid. 

“You are so beautiful,” he said. “I fear for you, Lara.” He was both handsome and regal in his

tunic, which flattered his dark blond hair and turquoise eyes. 

“We are both protected,” she assured him. “We wil  dine with Gaius Prospero, and tomorrow

we wil  leave the City. We wil  go into my mother’s world, and then to that of the Shadow

Princes. Hetar may be control ed now by the greedy and wicked, but it has many good people

whose voices are not heard amid the chaos. I want you to see them, too, so that should you

ever have to deal with Hetar you wil  know there is both good and evil here as there is in al

worlds, husband.” She picked up her cloak, handing him his. “Let us go now, for I am certain

the imperial litter is waiting for us. The innkeeper wil  be quite agog.” 

“Do you think it is that man who has betrayed us to Gaius Prospero?” Magnus asked her. He

donned a cloak to cover his elegant garments, and Lara did also. 

“Nay. We appeared to be just what we said we were. No. Someone in the street saw me and

recognized me. I tried to hide my hair, but they must have known my face. And it was someone

from the emperor’s household,” Lara said. 

Outside the inn a simple litter awaited them. It was not a vehicle that would have drawn any

attention, but they knew it was for them. Entering it they sat silently as they were borne through

the streets, and through the gates of the Golden District. Gaius Prospero might have gotten

himself declared emperor of Hetar, but he stil  lived in the same grand marble house she had

come to al  those years ago. The litter was set down, the curtains drawn back. 

Magnus Hauk exited and extended a hand to help his wife out of the conveyance. As he turned

he saw a plump man in a cloth of gold tunic coming forward to meet them. 

“Lara, my dear girl,” Gaius Prospero said effusively. “It is delightful to see you again.” He

kissed both her cheeks. “Your father and his wife have already arrived, but then they had a

shorter distance to travel. You wil  surely remember my chief advisor, Jonah.” 

“Of course,” Lara murmured. “And may I present my husband, Magnus Hauk, the Dominus of

Terah,” she said. 

The emperor and Jonah looked Magnus Hauk over most careful y. They silently agreed he was

a commanding figure. But how powerful? How rich? 

“I welcome you to Hetar, my lord,” Gaius Prospero said. “But tel  me why you have come with

such stealth into my realm?” He linked his arm into that of the Dominus as they walked. 

“Stealth is not a word I would use to describe our visit,” Magnus replied cool y, reaching out for

Lara with his free hand. “I came incognito in order to observe the place from which my wife

had come. I have no desire to treat with Hetar, my lord. Indeed, if Lara’s stepmother had not

seen her in the street we should not have made ourselves known to any.” 

Gaius Prospero was surprised by the answer, and not just a little offended. Hetar was the

greatest kingdom ever created. No other could match it. “Hetar has much to offer, my lord,” he

said defensively. 

“Perhaps to some,” Magnus said, “but not to Terah.” 

Gaius Prospero was becoming intrigued. Was this lordling a fool that he did not see the

advantages to being al ied with Hetar? Was his own land an even greater place? Impossible! 

Hetar was the only kingdom worthy of the definition. Obviously this Magnus Hauk was

attempting to gain the advantage by pretending disinterest in Hetar. Gaius Prospero almost

laughed aloud with the thought. But instead he escorted his guests into his house and to the

dining hal . “You wil  surely remember this chamber,” he said to Lara with a smirk. 

“Of course,” she answered him. Her beautiful face was expressionless. 

Gaius Prospero went on, turning to the Dominus, and saying, “The night I displayed Lara to the

masters and mistresses of the City’s Pleasure Houses she was brought naked into this room

upon a silver platter. I told them she was the sweet to complete our fine dinner,” he chortled, 

warming with the memory. 

“Unfortunately,” Lara said sweetly, “you overplayed your hand, my lord, did you not?” She

turned to her husband. “The Head Mistress of the Pleasure Mistresses’ Guild came the next

day to tel  Gaius Prospero that my beauty had caused great chaos among the Pleasure

Houses. The women feared that I would steal their clients from them. The regular clients were

threatening mayhem if they were not the first to be given one of my three virginities. So she

was forced to forbid my sale to any of them.” Lara laughed lightly. “I was consigned to a Taubyl

Trader, and purchased by the Head Forester. Stil , you made a very comfortable profit, Gaius

Prospero, considering I was scarcely in your tender care for more than a day or two.” 

“You have become hard,” the emperor told her crossly. 

“As a wel -tempered blade, my lord,” Lara replied with a smile. “I can wield a sword now, you

know. Perhaps you were told that when we returned your Mercenaries to you several years

ago.” 

“I was sorry to hear of your husband’s death,” Gaius Prospero murmured. 

“I have another,” she replied. 

Gaius Prospero laughed, and his pudgy fingers tapped her arm playful y. “Enough of our

reminiscing, my lady. Ah, here are my two lovely wives, the lady Vilia and the lady Anora. Greet

our guests, my dears,” he purred at them, and the two women obeyed. 

They sat at the long table, lounging upon couches as they dined. Both Lara and Magnus ate

and drank sparingly, a fact noticed by both Gaius Prospero and his advisor. 

“Are you afraid of poison?” Jonah said low to Lara. 

She turned her green gaze on him. “No,” she answered. “We are protected from such

chicanery. In Terah, by choice, our meals are not so rich.” 

“Is this land a good one?” he asked. “And how far from Hetar is it?” 

“Am I a fool to answer your questions, Jonah?” Lara demanded of him. 

“I am only making polite conversation,” he protested. 

He was as thin and vulpine as ever, Lara thought. “You seek to wheedle information out of me

for your benefit first, and possibly your master’s if  that would be to your benefit,” she said

mockingly. “Terah is where it is. Many weeks away from the farthest borders of Hetar. My

husband does not dissemble with Gaius Prospero. He had no wish to treat with Hetar. He

came to satisfy his curiosity. He has done so, and we wil  be gone by the morrow.” 

“How did you get into the City?” Jonah asked, turning the subject. 

“With a cloak of invisibility,” she answered him frankly. “We walked unseen past your

guardsmen. Now it is my turn. How did you know we were here?” 

“Aubin Prospero, the emperor’s son, saw you. He said yours was a face he would never

forget, for it was the first time his father had included him in his commerce. He was eight then, 

but now is almost grown. He was meeting someone when he spied you speaking with your

stepmother,” Jonah replied. “You once said you had no magic.” 

“Once I did not,” Lara answered him. 

“But now you do, and it is powerful or you should not dare to be here. You do not fear my

master, or even the might of Hetar, Lara, daughter of Swiftsword,” Jonah observed. “I think you

could be a dangerous enemy for Gaius Prospero to have.” 

“Are you stil  so loyal to him then?” Lara asked him. “Or is it just that you have not gathered

enough power to overthrow him yet?” And she laughed softly at the surprise in the dark

fathomless eyes engaging hers. “Your secret is safe, Jonah. There is nothing Hetar has that I

want. And I have no love for your master. Magnus has seen what he came to see. We wil

return home, and you wil  likely never meet us again. Your invasion of the Outlands should keep

Hetar busy for some time to come, I think.” 

“You know about the invasion?” He was disturbed. She was a stranger now to the City, and yet

she had already heard of their plans. How much did she know? And if she was no longer

associated with the Outlands, why would she care? Perhaps he was being too wary. People

spoke of the coming invasion al  over the City these days. Stil , he was curious. “How?” he

asked her. 

“My stepmother mentioned it in between her pleas for us to go away before we jeopardized

my father’s position within the ranks of the Crusader Knights,” Lara said. Better he not know of

their al ies among the lords of Hetar. “Is he to lead one of the invading forces, or did she real y

gain her large home because she births strong sons for the order, as she bragged to me?” 

Jonah laughed. “You do not like her,” he said knowingly. 

“When I helped her to elevate my father from the Guild of Mercenaries to the ranks of the

Crusader Knights I did not realize how petty and venal she was. She had no style then, but she

has improved somewhat by her association with the other knights’ wives,” Lara noted dryly. 

“But I neither like her, nor dislike her.” 

“You two have been chattering forever,” Gaius Prospero said. “What do you speak about?” 

“Politics, my lord,” Lara said. “In other words, nothing at al .” 

A ripple of laughter erupted about the table, and then dessert was served. 


 Chapter

 15

HIS GUESTS HAD DEPARTED back to their dwel ings. Anora, his second wife, clung to his arms

purring deliciously lascivious and salacious suggestions into his ear. Gaius Prospero shook

her off. “Not now,” he said testily. “I have other things that need attending before I come to bed. 

” 

“What things?” Anora demanded. “I see you wil  need my whip on your fat bottom tonight, 

Gaius. You have neglected me dreadful y of late.” She slipped her arms about his neck, 

pressing against him, a hand reaching down to grasp his male member. 

Again he pushed her away. “Anora, there are matters concerning Hetar that require my

immediate attention. Go to your bed. I have no time for you.” 

“Then divorce me, and send me back to my Pleasure House!” she cried. “I cannot exist without

pleasures. I am not your senior wife, Vilia, content to be ignored as long as my lofty status

remains intact. I need passion!” 

An unpleasant smile touched Gaius Prospero’s lips. He wrapped his hand in Anora’s long

hair, and yanked her to him. “I have no intention of divorcing you, my pet,” he said to her. Then

he slapped her viciously several times. “And remember that I, too, know how to give pain. You

have taught me wel , Anora. Now leave me!” He flung the woman from him, and she fel  to her

knees upon the marble floor sobbing. 

“I love you, Gaius,” she whimpered, looking up at him. 

Her cheeks were stained with tears, and he saw the red marks his hand had made upon her

cheeks. He felt the strange satisfaction that punishing her always brought him. Then getting to

her feet Anora ran from the room. She would, he knew, be waiting with her whip to punish him

when he was ready for her. And then they would experience glorious pleasures together until

they were too weak even to rise from the bed. 

“Jonah!” the emperor cal ed to his assistant. 

“I am here, my lord,” Jonah said appearing from the shadows. 

“Come,” Gaius Prospero beckoned. “Let us have some more wine and discuss the evening.” 

He sat down in a thronelike chair while Jonah poured two goblets of wine for them, handing his

master one as he stood by his side. “Now tel  me what you thought of the beautiful Lara and

this husband of hers. Shal  I have him kil ed before they depart the City? Tonight? Then I might

console the widow personal y.” 

console the widow personal y.” 

“Too obvious, my lord, but then you knew that before I even spoke,” Jonah said. 

“You know I have always desired her,” the emperor continued. “Would she not make me a fine

empress? How old do you think she is now? Twenty-one? Twenty-two?” He licked his lips. “To

take pleasures with her would be as close to divinity as a man might come, I think.” 

“The ladies Vilia and Anora might not approve of such plans,” Jonah said dryly. 

“They argue over who should be my empress, which is why neither one of them shal  ever be,” 

Gaius Prospero said. 

“The woman you entertained tonight, my lord, was hardly the girl you sent off to be sold into

slavery eight years ago,” Jonah reminded his master. “That girl had no magic. But this woman

does have magic, and it is great magic.” 

“Al  the more reason I should have her for my empress,” Gaius Prospero said. “Imagine the

power that would be mine with a faerie wife, Jonah!” 

“Indeed, my lord, the thought is staggering. Unfortunately the lady would not be wil ing, I fear. 

Even if you murdered this new husband as you did the last, she would not, I believe, be

wil ingly yours.” 

“But soon we wil  enter the Outlands, and I shal  find the children she gave to Vartan. I wil  use

them to force her compliance to my wil ,” Gaius Prospero said. 

“Would not her children be with her?” Jonah asked. 

“Nay, they are not. After Vartan’s death, when she went to the Coastal Kingdom to visit

Archeron she left them behind with their Fiacre clan family, Vartan’s people,” the emperor

said. “Arcas told me.” 

“Arcas lies,” Jonah noted. “First he claimed he had sold Lara into slavery. Then he said she

was dead, fal en overboard from his vessel. Yet, my lord, here she was tonight, the wife of a

man who claims to rule in another land. I attempted to solicit certain information from the lady

Lara about this Terah, but she was not at al  forthcoming, other than to say it was many weeks’

travel from Hetar’s farthest borders.” 

“Then for now Terah would not appear to be a threat to Hetar,” Gaius Prospero said

thoughtful y. “But where is it? And why is this Dominus not interested in being Hetar’s al y? Yet

he was interested enough in Hetar to make his clandestine visit.” 

“I think Arcas may know where Terah is,” Jonah said. “The Coastal Kings have many secrets

they have not shared with you, my lord. For too long we have al owed them this isolation

because of the luxury goods they constantly provide us, yet from where do those goods come? 

We have always assumed that the coastal folk fashioned them for us. But if that were so, my

lord, why do the Coastal Kings have need of vessels to sail the sea they cal  Sagitta? Is it

possible that these luxuries come from the place Lara cal s Terah? And if they do, then the

Coastal Kings are no better than the Taubyl Traders. They are middlemen. If we could trade

directly with Terah, would not our costs be lower and our profits higher, my lord?” 

A smile wreathed Gaius Prospero’s fat face. “Jonah, my dear Jonah,” he murmured pleased, 

“you are a treasure. How facile your mind is, and how it twists, and ferrets out the nuggets of

information that wil  be useful to us. And to Hetar,” he added as an afterthought. “I could not do

without your counsel.” 

Jonah bowed his head in appreciation of the emperor’s words. “I am grateful to serve you, my

lord,” he said flatteringly. 

“Now let us get back to the beautiful Lara,” Gaius Prospero said. “What am I to do about her, 

Jonah?” 

“Nothing for now, my lord,” Jonah advised. “Patience wil  prove to be a virtue in this matter, I

assure you. You must not confuse yourself with too many projects at once. In another week we

wil  begin our march into the Outlands through the Coastal province. Our Mercenary army and

their Crusader Knight officers are already there. Think of the riches awaiting us, my lord. 

Slaves to be pressed into the service of Hetar. Beautiful women for the Pleasure Houses. 

Vil ages already built, and ready to be inhabited by those you have chosen, folk who wil  be

loyal to you first because of your generosity. There are flocks and herds of animals that wil

make you richer than you could ever have imagined. The fields wil  be ripening with their

crops, which we wil  harvest for ourselves at the proper time. The City’s markets wil  be ful

again with cheap produce. The people wil  laud you for it. And the mines wil  again be ours to

work. With such an enlarged labor force at little cost to us we wil  increase our returns. Your

coffers wil  overflow, my lord.” 

“It is a dream come true,” Gaius Prospero gushed. “Al  I need to make it perfect is Lara by my

side as my empress, and in my bed to share pleasures.” 

“It wil  be so, my lord,” Jonah assured him. “But first we take the Outlands. Then we wil  force

their secrets from the Coastal Kings. And when we do, the road to Terah wil  be open to us, my

lord. We must proceed slowly and careful y if we are to succeed in this endeavor. And you wil

have Lara’s Fiacre children in your tender care so that the faerie woman wil  be more

amenable to your wishes. A year, or two at the most, my lord, and everything you have ever

wanted wil  be yours.” 

“Yes!” Gaius Prospero breathed. “And in the meantime I have Vilia and Anora, each of them

bending over backward to please me in the hopes I wil  make one of them my empress.” He

laughed, and nodded wel  pleased. “Once more you have clarified the picture for me, Jonah. 

You must help me continue to be patient,” the emperor said. 

“I am here for you, my lord. Only for you,” Jonah assured Gaius Prospero. 

“I have kept Anora waiting long enough,” the emperor said. “Good night, Jonah. May the rest of

your evening be as pleasant as mine is certain to be.” And he hurried off to where his second

wife was anticipating his arrival. 

On her large bed lay the gold wrist cuffs lined in lamb’s wool that were connected with a silver

chain, a matching col ar, a smal  dog whip, and a hazel switch as thick as her thumb. “You are

late!” Anora snapped at him as Gaius Prospero entered the chamber. “Put on your col ar, and

get on your knees! Beg my forgiveness for your earlier behavior, and your tardiness,” she said

reaching for the switch. “Display your bottom for me immediately, Gaius,” she commanded

him as he hurried to obey her, smiling as she saw him wince at the sound of the hazel rod

swishing through the air. “You are going to spend until dawn being punished, husband,” Anora

told him. “Your buttocks wil  be wel  burnished by the time I have finished with you.” 

“Yes, my sweet precious,” Gaius Prospero whimpered, eager for her to begin. Anora’s

whippings always produced the most extraordinary results for him. He performed like a bul

amid a herd of heifers afterwards. Vilia no longer aroused any passion in him at al . But Lara

…The thought of her set his male member stirring, and then he yelped as Anora’s hazel switch

began to sting and burn his flesh. 

Listening outside Anora’s chamber Lady Vilia smiled with satisfaction. She hurried through the

house, and then when she had almost reached the great hal  a hand reached out, pul ing her

into the shadows. “Jonah!” she breathed. 

His mouth found hers in a hard kiss. He forced her back against the wal  with his lean body, 

pul ing her gown up as he did. Her hands fumbled eagerly to push his own gown away. Then

he was raising her up. Her legs were wrapping about him. He thrust hard into her wet heat. 

“Vilia,” he ground out. “I thought you were not coming.” His hips worked in sharp quick rhythm

with hers. “You were ready for me, you wicked bitch, weren’t you?” Jonah groaned, burying his

face between her big breasts. 

“I had to…ahh. Make certain…ohh, Jonah!…that Anora would…don’t stop, you devil!…keep

him the night. Ohh, that is so good! I adore…sharing pleasures…with you, Jonah, my love.” 

He used her vigorously. Gaius Prospero hadn’t been in her bed in several years, but Jonah

knew it would infuriate him to know that his former slave was even now pumping his love juices

into Vilia. He had considered seducing her, but she had taken the initiative with him even

before he had bought his freedom. She was a deliciously lusty woman, and would make him a

fine empress one day. A man could have many beautiful women with whom to share

pleasures, but a woman like Vilia, intel igent and ambitious, was rare. Gaius Prospero was a

fool to consider tossing her aside for the beautiful faerie Lara.  But I will encourage his folly, 

Jonah thought as Vilia began to moan with her crisis. He kissed her again to stifle the cries, 

feeling her lush body shudder with release. 

Her legs fel  away from him. “Oh, that was good!” she half groaned. 

“Was she whipping his fat bottom?” Jonah asked. 

“She had just begun,” Vilia laughed softly. “He cannot, it seems, become aroused anymore

unless she does. But once he is stiff he works her vigorously.” 

“Leaving me the leisure to work you even more vigorously,” Jonah said in her ear. 

He took her by the hand. “Come,” he said. “We wil  go to my chamber.” 

“You could have a house of your own,” Vilia said to him. “Why do you persist in remaining in

that tiny cubicle here in this house?” 

“To be near you, of course,” he told her. 

“Liar,” she said. “But flattering. Now the truth, Jonah.” 

“If I am in the house then no one else can get to him without my knowing it,” Jonah said. “You

and I must be his only influences, Vilia.” 

“Agreed,” Vilia answered. “Now what was tonight al  about, Jonah?” 

“He was curious. Your son saw Lara in the marketplace today and came to him with the news. 

We tracked her to the Garden District, and an inn near the City’s main gate. He desires her, 

but then you always knew that. But it is the man she travels with, and this land of Terah, that is

of more interest to us. For now I have convinced him to keep his energies focused upon the

Outlands invasion.” 

“Yes,” Vilia said. “There is much wealth for the taking there, and it is time we put those

savages under our thumbs.” 

They had reached Jonah’s smal  chamber, and entering it fel  in a tangle of arms and legs to

the bed, pul ing off each other’s garments. 

“What is to be done about Lara?” Vilia asked him. 

“Nothing for now,” Jonah said. “In time we wil  deal with her. She might even make us a good

al y, for her magic has grown strong. But for now I think she wil  be surprised that we have left

her alone, and perhaps it wil  gain us her goodwil  at some time in the future.” 

And Lara was indeed surprised that nothing more came of the dinner with Gaius Prospero. 

She had set Verica to guarding their door, but they slept undisturbed. And the fol owing

morning a messenger arrived from the emperor with papers giving them free access to any

part of the City. “They want something,” she said suspiciously. 

“What?” Magnus asked her amused. 

“For one thing, that snake, Jonah, wanted to know where Terah was,” Lara said. 

“What did you tel  him?” What  had she told him? She had been edgy, and extremely cautious

since last night. 

“That it is was many weeks’ journey from Hetar’s farthest borders,” Lara replied. “If he

considers my words, he wil  have to wonder which borders. Jonah is a shrewd and clever man, 

Magnus. He wil  eventual y find us if he seeks us.” 

“I think for now their invasion of the Outlands wil  consume them,” the Dominus said wisely. “I

am looking forward to meeting King Archeron at Kaliq’s palace. Shal  we leave the City today? 

” 

“Nay,” she said. “If we are no more seen then Gaius Prospero is foolish enough to believe we

are afraid of him. He has sent us safe passage, and so I wil  show you more of the City today. 

And before we depart I wil  take you to the tournament field where my father won his

admittance into the Crusader Knights.” 

“Wil  you see John Swiftsword again?” Magnus asked his wife. 

Lara sighed. “I do not know,” she said. “I am stil  upset that my brothers do not know of my

existence. What point is there to seeing my father again?” 

“Perhaps it would comfort him to know that you truly hold no malice toward him for al  that has

happened to you over these last years. Your words yesterday appeared to give him food for

thought. And I do not believe he is a man who often thinks beyond what he has been told by

those he accepts as authority.” 

“I wil  send a message to him,” Lara said. “If he would see me before we leave then I wil  go to

him.” 

To her surprise her father came himself to the inn that afternoon just as they had returned from

walking about the City. Honored to have such a fabled member of the Crusader Knights in his

house, the innkeeper invited them into his garden, bringing wine and other refreshments of a

much better quality than they had previously seen. Then he reluctantly withdrew. 

“What does Gaius Prospero want of you, Daughter?” Lara’s father asked. 

“Nothing, it would seem. He was simply curious,” she answered. 

John Swiftsword nodded. “Tel  me in detail what happened to you from the morning you were

taken from my house,” he said to her. 

“Very wel ,” Lara answered him, and then she began to speak. 

“You were very brave,” her father noted as she told of her escape from the Forest Kingdom. 

“And clever to make a friend of the giant.” 

“I became friends with him because we were both outsiders,” Lara said. “In the beginning I

despaired of ever knowing happiness again. It was only when Og told me how my

grandmother had cursed the forest folk, and what it was they wanted of me, that I thought to

flee.” She continued on with her tale, and he listened. 

“The Shadow Princes are a part of Hetar, and yet they go their own way,” John Swiftsword

observed as she told him of her time in the desert. 

“They are men of great ethic and intel ect,” Lara replied. “And their magic is wondrous. I

believe those who rule Hetar respect that, and they are wise to do so.” 

“And they reunited you with your mother?” he asked. 

“Yes.” 

“She told you al ?” he queried. 

“Yes,” Lara replied. 

“And you do not hate me?” he said softly. 

“You were a boy, Father. And your nature is a weak one, I fear,” Lara said. 

He laughed rueful y. “Aye, it is,” he admitted to her. 

“Your path is yours, and mine is mine,” Lara told him. “You were a good father to me while I

was in your care. I love you. There is no il  wil  in my heart toward you.” She continued on with

her adventures in the Outlands. She told him of Vartan, her first husband, the great Lord of the

Fiacre. “You have two grandchildren, a boy and a girl. I wil  not tel  you their names lest you tel

someone you should not,” she said. “I am sorry, but the times in which we live bid me to

caution.” 

“And then you went to Terah?” her father said. 

Lara told him of Vartan’s death and how she had learned it was a political assassination

arranged by Gaius Prospero. 

“I do not understand why the emperor would do such a thing,” John Swiftsword said wearily. 

Almost everything she had told him was in conflict with what he had been told, or heard, or had

spent his life believing. This was his daughter, and yet she was a stranger to him. His daughter

had never lied. But could this woman lie? Was she lying now? It was al  very confusing to him. 

He was a man who functioned best in a control ed environment such as the world of Hetar had

always been. Until now. 

“Gaius Prospero believed in his ignorance that without Vartan, the strong union of Outlands

clan families would disintegrate. It was not so, of course. But he planned even then to invade

the Outlands again.” 

“The Outlands belong to Hetar, Lara,” her father said. “We are only taking back what is

rightful y ours. We wil  bring civilization and a better way of life to those people now living there. 

Hetar is a great world.” 

“I cannot believe you believe what you are saying, Father!” Lara cried. “You know perfectly wel

that until recently, nothing was said of the Outlands but that it was a savage place peopled by

barbarians. Hetar needs room to expand, and they think to take the Outlands.” 

“Wil  they fight?” her father asked her. 

“They are a people with a long history of independence,” Lara told him. 

“We wil  win,” he said. “It wil  not be like last time when we were caught unawares,” John

Swiftsword told his daughter. Then he looked careful y at her. “Were you…” he began. “Did

you…?” He could not finish the question. 

“Did I partake in the Winter War? Yes, Father, I did. We kil ed many Mercenary soldiers, 

Andraste and I. She sings when she fights, you know. It can be quite chil ing to hear her deep, 

dark voice above the mayhem of battle. The last man I fought, I spared, because I recognized

the son of Mistress Mildred.” 

“Wilmot. I remember him. A good man. You say he and his mother are safe?” 

“They are with the Shadow Princes, and very wel ,” she assured him. 

“Where wil  you go now, Lara?” her father asked her. 

“Home to Terah,” she told him. He did not need to know their travel plans. She could not be

certain he was not spying for Gaius Prospero. Wel , she had told him nothing the emperor did

not already know. 

Magnus Hauk listened to the conversation between father and daughter. He realized that he

felt sorry for his father-in-law. John Swiftsword was a decent man, but as he had himself

admitted, he was weak. Magnus could see that Lara’s tale of her adventures had

disconcerted and even bewildered him. He had trusted the daughter he once knew, but he

was not certain he could trust this daughter before him now. The Dominus decided to give the

Hetarian something on which he could depend. 

“John,” he said quietly, “I want you to know that I love Lara. I wil  keep her safe as long as I live. 

She is already beloved in Terah for removing the curse of Usi from our menfolk. You can be

proud of her.” 

The confusion left the older man’s eyes. “I am glad my daughter has been so fortunate in her

husband,” he said. “Are you real y the ruler of Terah?” 

“I am. My title is Dominus, and Lara’s is Domina,” Magnus answered with a smile. “We do not

keep a court, however. We are a simple people.” 

John Swiftsword nodded in agreement. “I do not enjoy the grandiose, although my wife would

take to it if offered.” He stood. “I think it best that I go now. Susanna wil  wonder where I have

gotten to for she worries that anything should happen to me.” 

“What would happen to her if it did, Father?” Lara asked him, curious to learn the answer. “Is it

like the Guild of Mercenaries?” 

“Only partly,” he said. “If I were dead she would be moved to a smal er home again, but she

would otherwise live quite comfortably for the rest of her days. And our sons, too. I regret that

you did not get to meet them, Lara.” 

“Your wife has not even told them of my existence,” Lara said softly. “Not even Mikhail whom I

cradled and cared for as a girl.” 

He flushed at her rebuke. “I am sorry, Daughter,” he said. 

Immediately Lara felt remorse for her words. “Nay, Father, I understand Susanna’s motives. 

She has four sons to consider, and I am not her child.” 

“But you are  my child,” he said with a show of spirit. 

Lara smiled at him. “In the Outlands I was cal ed Lara, daughter of Swiftsword,” she told him. 

“And I have always been proud to be your child.” Standing on her toes she kissed his cheek. 

“Goodbye, Father. I do not know if we wil  meet again.” 

Quick tears fil ed his eyes, and he blinked them away. “Goodbye, Lara,” he said. 

Then he turned, and gave his hand to Magnus Hauk. “Keep her safe, my lord,” he told the

Dominus. “She is my only daughter, and her mother’s memory stil  lives within me.” Then

turning, John Swiftsword departed the garden where they had sat. 

Magnus Hauk put his arms about his wife. “He is a good man, Lara.” 

“I know,” she answered him. “But he is Hetarian. I have confused him with my tale. Once we

are parted a short time, however, he wil  once again believe what he is told by Gaius Prospero

and his ilk, because it is comfortable to believe it. Believing it wil  not threaten his status, or

endanger his wife and sons. His loyalty wil  always be to Hetar first,” she said sadly. “I am glad

you agreed to take in the Outlands families, Magnus. At least there wil  be no bloodshed, and I

know my father wil  not die this time.” 

“This emperor is a wily fel ow,” Magnus said thoughtful y. “And he desires you, wife. Are you

aware of that?” 

Lara laughed. “Gaius Prospero is simply greedy for the finest that life has to offer, no matter

what it is. It is his advisor, Jonah, who is truly dangerous. One day Gaius Prospero wil

discover that to his detriment.” 

The innkeeper hurried into the garden. “My lady, I did not realize that you were the daughter of

a Crusader Knight,” he said. “Why did you not say so when you arrived? I am honored to have

you in my house. I remember the great stir you caused several years back among the

Pleasure Guilds. But forgive me — the emperor has sent a message, and a litter for you.” He

handed her the smal  rol ed parchment. 

“Tel  the litter bearers to return to their master,” Lara said as she opened the message from

Gaius Prospero, and perused it. 

The innkeeper stared openmouthed in surprise at her. She was refusing the emperor’s

command? 

“Go!” Lara told him impatiently, and he hurried off. 

“What does he want?” Magnus asked her. 

“To see me privately on a matter of interest, he writes,” Lara replied. 

“You don’t intend to go?” her husband queried her. 

“I wil  go, but I wil  use my own means of transport,” Lara told him. “I see I have not yet instil ed

in Gaius Prospero the proper amount of respect for who I am and what I have become. It is

time that I did that. Come, my lord, I must fetch Andraste.” 

They returned to their chamber, and Lara changed from the simple gown she was wearing into

her leather trousers and silk shirt. She slipped her doe-skin vest with the silver edged horn

buttons on, and then cal ing Andraste from the shadows put the leather scabbard across her

chest. The sword with its woman’s head peered over her left shoulder. Then she drew on her

leather boots. “Am I suitably intimidating?” she asked her husband with a smal  smile. 

“He lusts after you,” Magnus said. “There is nothing you can do to prevent that.” 

“It is not his lust that concerns me,” Lara said. “I want him to be afraid of me, my lord husband. 

So afraid that he wil  consider wel  the fol y of attempting to seek out Terah at any time in the

near future.” She kissed him, and with a smile disappeared from his sight in a smal  mist of

mauve. 

GAIUS PROSPERO looked up from the table where he had been going over the invoices

concerning new merchandise just received in his warehouses. Lara was standing before him, 

observing him. “I did not hear you come in,” he said. “You were not announced.” He stood up

and came toward her. 

Lara held up her hand, and he found his progress impeded. “You wil  not come any closer, my

lord,” she said to him. “I returned your litter and came by my own means of transport, magic. I

shal  depart the same way. What do you want of me, Gaius Prospero?” She lowered her hand, 

but he found he stil  could not move toward her. 

“You had no magic, or claimed to have none when you left the City,” he said. “Now it would

appear that your mother’s blood flows hot in your veins, Lara.” He gave her a weak smile, for

the truth be known, he found himself a little nervous in her presence now. Stil  he could not

resist speaking with her one more time. Without Jonah hovering near his elbow. Without Vilia

and Anora leaning forward to catch every word he spoke to the beauteous faerie woman. 

“Why have you sought to see me again, my lord? What is it you want of me?” she repeated. 

“Tomorrow I mean to depart Hetar. I doubt I shal  ever return.” 

“You are Hetarian,” he said. “You are everything that is good about Hetar. You are beautiful, 

strong, intel igent and wise, Lara, daughter of Swiftsword. Return to Hetar, and I wil  place you

at the pinnacle of power.” 

“And where is that?” she asked him mockingly. 

“By my side, as my empress,” he said. 

Lara laughed, but it was a cold sound. “Gaius Prospero, I have power of my own. I do not need

yours. I have faerie power, which is stronger than any power you could offer me. I am the

Domina of Terah. I am loved by a great man, Magnus Hauk. When you kil ed Vartan of the

Fiacre, were you driven more by your desire to annex the Outlands or your lust for me? You

sought power first, and now that you have it you have decided you want me, too. Beware, my

lord, for power, al  power, is an il usion and il usions eventual y fade away. I have a destiny to

fulfil , Gaius Prospero. I do not believe you wil  play a great role in that destiny.” 

“Foolish woman, do you not realize what it is I offer you?” he demanded, and attempted to

move toward her again. 

Andraste began to hum softly in Lara ear. “Show him your power,” the spirit in the sword told

her. 

Lara drew the weapon forth, holding it before her. “My magic is protecting you from your own

fol y, Gaius Prospero. Were you able to approach me I should be forced to slay you for your

insolence. Listen, and Andraste wil  sing for you. It is a song usual y heard only by those about

to feel the kiss of her sharp blade. It was heard by those I fought and slew in the Winter War.” 

He could see the sword’s jeweled eyes opening, and then Gaius Prospero heard the dark

voice as it began to sing. 

“I am Andraste, and I drink the blood of the traitor, the betrayer, the foolish who cannot see the

truth! Fear me, Gaius Prospero, and pray to your god that we never meet in battle, for if we do

I wil  sup upon your very essence!” 

The color drained from Gaius Prospero’s plump face. His legs felt weak beneath him. “You

have kil ed?” he said in a terrified voice, looking directly at Lara. 

“Did you not put about the rumor that I had, my lord?” Lara mocked him. “Wel , ’tis truth. I took

the head of Durga, once Head Forester, from his thick shoulders when through bribery he

attempted to subvert Hetar’s laws. He was my first kil . I slew Mercenaries in the Winter War

who at your bidding had invaded the lands of the Tormod and the Piaras, enslaving its people, 

stealing its wealth. And when Adon kil ed my husband, Vartan, I slew both him and his stupid

wife without mercy. Yes, Gaius Prospero, I wield this sword with skil , and I am not afraid to kil

with it. I am not the girl you sold off eight years ago while complaining your profit was not

enough. I am Lara, Domina of Terah, daughter of Ilona, queen of the Forest Faeries. I fear

neither you nor the might of Hetar. You insult me with your suggestions. You betray your wife, 

Vilia, who has been devoted to you. As for that pretty creature you cal  your second wife, I

know her not. But you do her an injustice asking me to stand by your side and be your

empress. Both your women deserve better of you.” 

“But Lara,” Gaius wheedled, “I wish only to honor your beauty with my fervent admiration.” 

“Lustful man! Do you want to know what it is like to take pleasures with me? I can show you

within the cavern of your mind what it would be like. But if I do, be warned that no woman wil

ever give you satisfaction again, my lord. Are you foolish enough to seek a moment’s pleasure

for a lifetime of emptiness?” Her green eyes blazed. 

He wanted her. He had always wanted her, but he had not taken her when he purchased her

from her father because half of her value was in her innocence then. But now it was different. 

He burned to possess her. “Yes! Yes!” he gasped. “Show me!” 

“If I do,” she cautioned him a second time, “you wil  never know pleasures with another woman

again. Oh, you wil  couple, but you wil  feel nothing, Gaius Prospero. This wil  be my

punishment for your presumption.” 

“Show me!” His voice grated harshly. Suddenly he was naked and vulnerable to her. He felt her

hands on him, stroking his nakedness, fondling his love rod, cupping his seed sacs in the

warmth of her palm. He felt the ful  swel  of her beautiful breasts against him; her hard nipples

pushing into his chest. Felt the press of her body against his body. Yet he could not move. He

was drowning in sensation as he felt her tongue licking every inch of him, sucking upon his

nipples, his rod. He tasted her nipples in his mouth, and he sucked hungrily aching as his need

rose like a fever within him. He felt himself being sheathed within the hot swamp of her. Gaius

Prospero moaned with his desperation, for while he felt everything a man would feel while

taking pleasures with a woman, Lara stood directly before him, a cold smile upon her lips. 

Helplessly he savored love’s rhythm as its tempo increased with each stroke of his manhood. 

His eyes closed with the incredible pleasure he was experiencing. Again and again he thrust, 

and thrust, and thrust until his crisis could not be denied. It was perfect. And then he felt himself

spil ing his seed in great spurts that seemed endless. He groaned, for it was almost painful. 

Final y it was over, and he opened his eyes to find Lara was gone. He was alone. He was ful y

clothed, and the front of his long tunic was soaked with the remnants of his lust. Gaius

Prospero col apsed onto the marble floor sobbing. 

 What had he done?  Her faerie magic had offered him paradise only to snatch it away. She

would pay for her cruelty, he vowed. She would pay! And one day he would put her beneath

him, and know in reality the bliss she had shown him this night within his mind. She would give

him the pleasures he wanted from her, or he would kil  her. Gaius Prospero slowly began to

regain control of himself. Pul ing himself into a seated position he considered the possibility of

sending his guards to the inn where she stayed, arresting her and having her husband slain. 

No. Her faerie power was too strong now. He would be patient, and he would find a way to

destroy her power. Then he would seek out this Terah and conquer it. She would be his slave

once again, and he would make her watch while he had her husband tortured and kil ed before

her beautiful green eyes. Gaius Prospero smiled to himself. If she had daughters, he would

give them to his Mercenaries and make her watch while they were violated. He would neuter

her sons. And then he would bring her back to Hetar to serve him for al  of her days. Faerie

women lived long lives. Gaius Prospero climbed to his feet, and walked slowly from the

chamber, his thoughts of revenge warming him. 

Lara had watched him from behind her cloak of invisibility as he recovered himself. She

sensed the darkness within and surrounding Gaius Prospero. He had always been her enemy, 

she knew, and now he knew it, as wel . But he was unlikely to find Terah soon without help. She

was weary with her efforts to punish him, and with her remaining strength she transported

herself back to their room at the inn. 

“I was growing worried,” Magnus said, coming to put his arms about her. “You are cold, my

faerie love. What has happened? What did Gaius Prospero want?” 

“Me,” Lara told him. “He wants me to be his empress,” she said. “I punished him for his

presumption.” Her legs gave out beneath her. 

“I wil  put you to bed,” he said. 

“Nay, we are no longer safe here,” Lara replied. “Gaius Prospero can be unpredictable when

denied. I have not the strength to take us away right now. We must leave the inn, however, and

ask refuge of the Shadow Princes in the Council Quarter. In the morning my ful  strength wil

have returned.” 

“What did you do, Lara?” he asked her warily. 

She laughed weakly. “I wil  tel  you when I feel we are safe,” she said. “Put me down, Magnus. I

can stand now.” 

He set her on her feet and fetched their cloaks. Putting them on they left several large coins

upon the table for the innkeeper. Andraste stil  on her back, Lara took Verica from the corner

and they slipped from the chamber, down the darkened corridor and out onto the busy street. It

seemed, Lara noted, that the City was never silent for even a few hours anymore. Across the

thoroughfare the gates to the Council Quarter were already closed. A single guard slept on a

stool nearby. Lara put a gentle hand on the man, and he sunk into a deeper sleep. She raised

her hand to the gates, and they opened wide enough so she and Magnus could slip through. 

Then they closed again, and Magnus heard the click of the gates’ locks behind them. 

“I thought you had no powers left,” he said to his wife. 

“I am drained, but not completely,” she told him as she led him into the building housing the

province representatives of the High Council. “The Shadow Princes live on the top floor,” she

said as they began to climb the central staircase. Reaching the top of the building Lara

knocked upon the door. It opened. 

“Lothair!” she exclaimed. “Magnus, this is Lothair who was one of my teachers. He taught me

how to fight!” 

“I had heard you were in the City,” Lothair said ushering them into his quarters, “but I had not

expected to see you.” 

“Offer us some wine, and I wil  tel  you everything,” Lara said. 

“Your companion?” Lothair pressed gently. 

“Oh.” Lara flushed with her embarrassment. “Lothair, this is my husband, Magnus Hauk, the

Dominus of Terah.” 

The two men shook hands, each giving the other an amused look. The Shadow Prince settled

them in a comfortable room overlooking the gardens below. He brought the wine, and sat

down with them. “Tel  me,” he said. 

Lara related the visit to the City. “I’m sure Kaliq has told you everything else,” she said, and he

nodded. 

“So the emperor asked to see you tonight?” 

“Aye. He declared he wanted me as his empress. That he would give me power such as I had

never had.” She laughed, continuing her tale. When she reached the point where she told them

of the il usion she had given Gaius Prospero both men looked disturbed. “What is the matter?” 

she asked them. 

“Until now you have used your growing powers wisely,” Lothair said. “Tonight, however, you

were possessed by the tiny streak of wickedness that lives in al  those with faerie blood. You

were cruel, and cruelty is a language the emperor understands al  too wel . He wil  want to

repay your cruelty in kind. You have made an enemy of Gaius Prospero when you did not have

to make an enemy of him at al .” 

“He offended me,” Lara said coldly. 

“He offends most people,” Lothair replied, “but they do not give him the il usion that he is

experiencing sexual pleasure and intense gratification only to find himself on the floor with

seed-spattered garments, Lara.” 

“He had the choice to refuse me,” she said stubbornly. “I warned him he would never know

pleasures again with other women if he took the path he took.” 

“The fool lusts after you,” Lothair answered her. “Of course he would take the path you offered

him.” He laughed. “It real y was most inventive and wicked of you.” 

“I do not find it amusing at al ,” Magnus said stiffly. “It disturbs me to learn that Gaius Prospero

believes he has known my wife.” 

“Magnus!” Lara cried. “He was across the room from me the whole interview. He never even

touched my hand. He knows nothing of me. He only believes he does. But do not al  men

imagine what pleasures would be like with women they desire?” 

“You are my wife. You are the Domina of Terah,” Magnus Hauk said icily. 

“You are being childish,” Lara told him. 

“And you were wanton,” he snapped. 

“Next you wil  say it is my faerie blood. That al  faeries are licentious,” Lara said. 

The Shadow Prince quickly froze the scene in place before Magnus Hauk might say

something he was going to very much regret. The poor man was hopelessly in love with his

wife, and mortals had the ability to ruin their own happiness when their foolish tongues ran

away with them. “Lara,” he said to her knowing only she could hear him. “Apologize to your

husband before this quarrel escalates into something dangerous. What you did was amusing

to those of us with magical powers, but your husband cannot understand the humor in it. It was

also witless. You have now made this Hetarian emperor an enemy. Gaius Prospero is not a

man to forget an insult. 

“He wil  not be content until he finds Terah now. Would it not have been simpler to kil  him?” 

Lothair concluded dryly. 

Tears fil ed her eyes, and he released her from the quick spel . “I have acted stupidly, but when

I saw that creature who once sold me into slavery, the lust so open in his eyes, I could not help

myself, Lothair.” 

“Apologize to your husband, and end this discord between you, Lara. We wil  need him again

one day. He has done us a great service by taking in the Outlands clan families,” Lothair said

quietly. “Magnus Hauk loves you, Lara. It is a pure and true love. Do not, in your pride, fling

such a gift away.” 

“Erase his memory of what came after he said I was his wife, and Domina of Terah,” she

requested. “I wil  apologize, and my faerie blood wil  not be in question.” 

“It is done,” Lothair told her. 

“You are my wife, and Domina of Terah,” Magnus said icily. 

“You are right, my lord husband,” Lara replied. “I acted foolishly, and I regret it.” 

Magnus put his arms about her. “Lara, my faerie love, it is forgotten, and you wil  forgive my

jealousy, wil  you not?” 

“Your jealousy is rather flattering,” Lara murmured, looking over her husband’s shoulder at

Lothair, who shook a playful finger at her. 

Then the Shadow Prince said, “I think you wil  both be safer if I send you to Kaliq’s palace in

our desert realm. If the emperor sends to the inn and you are found gone he wil  assume your

faerie power took you both away. No one saw you leave?” 

“Nay. The innkeeper was busy in his taproom with the many revelers,” Lara said. “Does the

City no longer rest, Lothair? Or have I forgotten what it was like?” 

“Once the nights were silent after the eleventh hour, but no more,” he responded. “It is so

crowded that people rent their beds for just a few hours at a time so they may sleep. Many lack

homes to go to now. And there is a new evil among the poor. It is cal  Razi. When put into frine

it offers dreams, some beautiful, some horrific. One never knows which wil  ensue, I am told. It

is sold quite legal y and cheaply at what are cal ed Razi kiosks. I understand that the

emperor’s man, Jonah, owns quite a few of these kiosks. Dreaming helps to keep the poor

from rebel ion and offers them an escape from the hopelessness and drudgery of their lives. 

And the kiosks are open al  day and al  night for the convenience of their customers.” 

Lara sighed. “Lothair, what wil  happen to Hetar?” 

He shrugged. “I do not know,” he said. 

“Perhaps now would be a good time to go,” Magnus said quietly. He could see that Lara was

very distressed by the state of things in Hetar. It would be best to take her away from the cause

of her misery. 

Lothair nodded. “I wil  go with you,” he said. “There are no meetings of the High Council

scheduled for the present. In fact, we scarcely meet at al  these days. I suspect the High

Council is retained only to give the appearance that everything is as it has always been. Lara, 

we are going to Shunnar now.” And he waved his hand in a languorous fashion. 

Magnus put his arm about Lara, and just briefly he felt as if his body had turned to flowing

liquid. Then he found himself in a wide hal way, open on one side that was colonnaded, and

had a waist-high balustrade. Lara sagged against him. She was suddenly very tired. 

“I wil  find my brother,” Lothair said. 

“You do not have to,” Kaliq said coming from the duskiness of the long corridor. 

“Welcome to Shunnar, my lord Dominus. A servant wil  take you to your quarters, and in the

morning we wil  speak. I can see Lara is exhausted. Was your visit to Hetar so hard?” 

“We have to talk,” Lothair said with a smal  smile. “Lara has tired herself in a most wicked and

foolish feat. But she now sees the error of her ways.” 

A serving man was at Magnus’s side. “If you wil  come this way, my lord,” he invited. 

The Dominus picked his wife up and carried her off. They were safe now. 

“What did she do?” Kaliq asked as he and Lothair stood looking over the green moonlit val ey

below. 

“Her powers have truly grown, Brother. But she must learn to control them better. The emperor

declared himself, and offered her a place by his side. Lara was offended for a variety of

reasons. She delved into his mind and al owed him to know what it would be like to take

pleasures with her, because she told him he never real y would. To be fair, she did give him the

choice of not knowing, and warned him that if he accepted her offer he would never again

know satisfaction with another woman.” 

“And of course Gaius Prospero greedily took her offer, and wil  now suffer for it. That Hetar

should be governed by such a fool!” Kaliq exclaimed angrily. “We wil  need Ilona to come and

speak with her daughter. To advise Lara on the more careful use of her powers. It would

appear her faerie blood runs stronger than her mortal blood now.” 

“It was cruel y done,” Lothair said, and then he could not refrain from chuckling. “Can you

imagine the agonies this emperor of ours wil  suffer over what has happened this night? It wil

certainly not make him any easier to control. But that she could do it, Kaliq! And she is not

even al  faerie, my brother!” 

“Which is why Ilona must speak with her. Tonight Lara veered toward the darkness. It is the first

time I have known it to happen. And it must not happen again,” Kaliq said seriously. And then

he, too, chuckled. “Aye, it was clever of her.” 

The serving man came and stood by his master’s side waiting to be recognized, and when he

was the man said, “They are settled, my lord Prince.” 

Kaliq nodded, and the servant left him. “I want to speak to Lara first,” he told Lothair. “Wil  you

remain with us? On the morrow you wil  entertain the Dominus, and show him our val ey while I

deal with our naughty faerie woman.” 

“Cal  me when you want me,” Lothair said. “I wil  be in my own palace tonight.” Then he was

gone. 

Kaliq found his own chamber and slept for but a few hours. In the hour just before the dawn he

awakened, bathed, dressed and then cal ed out to Ilona. 

She appeared with her son, Cirilo, by her side. “Greetings, Kaliq of the Shadows,” she said. 

“My daughter is here, I know. Her brother wanted to see her. Where is she?” 

“She and her husband yet sleep,” Kaliq answered. “Cirilo, my lad, go and find the giant, Og, 

and have him take you to the val ey of horses. When Lara is awake I wil  have Og bring you

back. I need to speak with your mother now.” 

“Has my sister been naughty?” the boy asked with excel ent instinct. 

Kaliq chuckled. “Yes, but it is not for you to involve yourself. Go to Og.” 

“Yes, my lord,” Cirilo said. He was a handsome little boy of seven, with his parents’ fair golden

hair and his father’s deep blue eyes. With a smile he ran off. 

“Come,” Kaliq said, inviting Ilona to a table overlooking the val ey. “Let us break our fast while

we talk.” He seated her and offered her a bowl of fruit. 

“What has Lara done?” Ilona wanted to know, plucking a smal  bunch of green grapes from the

bowl. 

“Her powers are increasing greatly, as we knew they one day would,” Kaliq said. Then he

explained to the queen of the Forest Faeries what Lara had done to Gaius Prospero the

previous evening. 

“He probably deserved it,” Ilona said, secretly proud of her daughter. 

“She must learn better to control her emotions when she uses her powers,” Kaliq said. “Unless

she does she could easily slip into the darkness, Ilona. You know it is always there, waiting, 

watching.” 

Ilona sighed. “That is her mortal side, I fear. Mortal souls are easily taken into the darkness, 

Kaliq. Her faerie powers may be growing, but she is stil  half-mortal.” 

“I cannot disagree,” he answered, “but she must learn to control herself. She has made an

enemy of the emperor when she might have simply ignored him.” 

“He would never forget her, my lord, even if she had not given him a glimpse of paradise. 

Gaius Prospero wil  always desire Lara. Only his death can end it. But then there would be a

vacuum in the power base of Hetar,” she said. “And it is not time yet for the change, is it?” 

“Wil  you speak with her, Ilona,” Kaliq said. “Wil  you teach her how to control her mortal

emotions?” 

“Yes,” Ilona said quietly. “Now tel  me of her husband? Does she love him?” 

Kaliq nodded. “More passionately than she did Vartan, and the Dominus is completely

distracted by his love for her.” 

“Is he a strong man?” Ilona wanted to know. “Or is he one of those namby-pamby mortals we

faeries love more often than not?” 

“He is strong, and rules over much territory. He gave some of that land to the Outlands clan

families, and with Lara’s aid we have transported them in their entirety from Hetar. The armies

of Gaius Prospero wil  be met with empty territory. No vil ages, no flocks or herds, no people. 

Even the mines that the Tormod and Piaras once worked have been sealed over with ancient

growth. Hetar wil  find nothing but the land. They wil  have to begin afresh, and it wil  cost them

the instant profits they had hoped to reap from this violation of the old treaties.” 

Ilona smiled as she sipped her morning frine. “And so my daughter’s destiny proceeds exactly

as it should,” she noted. “No, we cannot al ow her to be lost to the darkness, Kaliq. It is time for

me to be Lara’s mother once again.” 
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LARA AWOKE  to find her husband stroking her naked body. “Umm,” she murmured, and rol ed

over to face him. “Good morning, my lord.” 

He leaned forward, and kissed her lips. “Good morning, my love,” he greeted her. 

Then pushing her onto her back he kissed her again, slowly this time, his hands continuing to

caress her. His tongue began a leisurely exploration of first one nipple and breast, and then

the other. His fingers trailed down her silken torso, running suggestively along her shadowed

slit, slipping between her nether lips to tease at the kernel of her sex. “Wicked creature, you

are already wet with your lust,” he scolded her, amused. Two fingers pushed slowly into her, 

growing stil , letting her sense their denseness. “Shal  this be al ?” he asked softly, his tongue

tracing the whorl of her ear as he whispered hotly. 

“No!” she replied. 

“Tel  me what you want, Lara?” he tortured her gently, the fingers moving just slightly within her. 

“You! Inside me!” she half gasped. The delicate sensations his fingers were engendering

within her were both terrible and wonderful. 

“I do not know,” he said, “if you deserve my attentions, wife. I think you need to be punished for

your actions last night.” His lips were close to hers again. 

“Magnus! I remember nothing of last night. Only that you love me,” she said. 

He swung his body over her, his manhood rubbing against her suggestively; watching the play

of emotions across her face as she anticipated his next move. He pushed the tip of his lance

just within her, and stopped. 

Lara gasped a second time. She was burning with her desire to be possessed by this man, 

her husband. “Magnus, please,” she said. 

“What do you think he thought when he imagined himself where I now am?” the Dominus

asked. “Was he able to enjoy the anticipation of having you completely? Or did he just thrust

into you like the pig he is, and greedily enjoy his pleasures?” 

“You are jealous for no reason,” Lara managed to say. “He knows nothing of me. Not real y. He

never wil !” 

“Aye,” Magnus Hauk’s deep voice ground out. “I am jealous! But he wil  never have you, Lara! I

would kil  you first!” Then he drove himself deep within her over and over again until they were

both moaning with the pleasures they were sharing. And final y they were satisfied with each

other, and they lay gasping upon their backs like two beached turtles. 

Lara recovered first, and leaning over him she said but two words. “Only you.” 

Reaching up he pul ed her down so that their lips met in a burning kiss, but he said nothing

more. 

A smal  tap on the door of their bedchamber startled them both. A voice cal ed out, “Are you

awake?” as the door opened. Magnus Hauk stared in amazement at the woman in the

doorway, then turned to look at his wife. 

“Mother!” Lara slipped naked from the bed, and ran to embrace her parent. 

“Darling Lara,” Ilona responded, hugging and kissing her daughter. Then her eyes turned back

to the bed. “He is most suitable, daughter,” she said, her bold stare sweeping over the startled

man. “And so nicely endowed, you fortunate creature.” 

Hearing her words the Dominus realized that al  of his body was visible to this copy of his wife. 

He flushed, and pul ed the coverlet over his tired loins. 

“Put something on, Lara, we must speak,” Ilona said imperiously. “Kaliq tel s me your powers

have grown stronger, but that you have used them unwisely. Having faerie powers entails first a

sense of responsibility.” Her gaze caught that of the Dominus. “Magnus, get dressed, too — I

wil  speak with both of you on this matter. I wil  await you in Kaliq’s dining chamber. There is

food, and I would imagine you are both very hungry.” She flashed them a wicked smile before

closing the door behind her. 

Lara laughed softly at the stunned look on her husband’s handsome face. “Let us hurry and

bathe. She is not particularly patient. There can be no water games, my lord.” 

They bathed in the smal  room attached to their bedchamber, dressed, and then Lara, who

remember Kaliq’s palace wel , led her husband to the dining area, which overlooked some

smal  gardens. They found both the prince and Ilona there, engaged in a spirited conversation. 

Their host waved them to their seats, and at once servants appeared to offer them fresh

bread, fruit, yogurt, cheese, hard-boiled eggs and salted meat. There was cool freshly

squeezed juice poured into their goblets, and the Dominus wondered just how it was kept cold

in this very warm dry climate. He and Lara ate, waiting for Ilona to speak to them. 

Lara’s lips twitched with amusement, but she said nothing. 

Magnus Hauk studied his mother-in-law. She might be the queen of the Forest Faeries, but he

was the Dominus of Terah. Why was he nervous? Probably because she had caught him at a

disadvantage, and he had seen she had enjoyed it. She looked like Lara, and yet she was

different. Upon closer examination he realized that being pure faerie, Ilona’s features were

sharper while his wife’s mortal blood made her features softer. He decided Lara was the more

beautiful of the two, and when the thought entered his brain Ilona suddenly looked directly at

him. Then she smiled a quick smile before turning back to Kaliq. 

A boy came into the room and put his arms about Lara’s neck, kissing her on the cheek. 

Turning her head she smiled at him. “Cirilo! Let me look at you, little brother. My, you have

grown tal er, and you are going to be a very handsome man.” 

“And you wil  soon outstrip our mother with your beauty, elder sister,” Cirilo replied. “I have

been with your giant, Og, in the val ey of the horses. What glorious creatures they are! And how

is your new husband?” The boy turned to look at Magnus. 

“Greetings, my young prince,” Magnus said, nodding his head toward the boy. “I am wel .” 

“Do you love my sister?” Cirilo asked bluntly. 

“With al  my heart,” Magnus answered. 

“Then I greet you in friendship, lord Dominus,” the boy replied. Taking a seat next to his mother

he al owed the servants to fil  his plate, and he set to eating. 

“He’s a beautiful child,” Magnus noted. “Wil  you give me a son like that? Al  golden with

jeweled eyes?” 

“One day I wil  give you a son,” she replied. “But as for what he wil  look like, that is up to the

Great Creator, isn’t it?” 

“I am glad you have him,” Magnus said. “I know it does not make up for the loss of your father’s

sons, but this lad is more like you than they could be.” 

“I did not miss the younger sons that Susanna gave my father after I left. It is Mikhail, the little

boy I knew, the eldest of them that I regret. I stood at my stepmother’s side and held her hand

when he was born. I was there to hear his first cry. He was too smal  when I left the City to

remember me on his own, but could not my father and his wife have spoken of me, and kept

my fragile memory alive in my brother? What harm was there in speaking to him of me? It was

my sacrifice that put my father on the road to his success. It is that I for which I can never

forgive Susanna, Magnus.” 

“Foolish girl!” Ilona said. “I see Swiftsword has not changed a great deal since his youth. He

was a charming fel ow, a wonderful lover and a bril iant swordsman, but his wil  was easily led, 

and obviously stil  is. Yet it is what makes him a good Crusader Knight. He is a man who wil

always fol ow the orders of a superior. He wil  never question anything. Put him, his jealous

mortal of a wife and their mortal offspring from your mind, Lara. It is unlikely you wil  ever have

anything to do with them again. They have nothing to offer you. Neither love, nor loyalty, 

daughter. It was your father’s strong seed that helped create you, Lara, but you are my child

before you are his, as you have discovered in the last months. Cirilo and I love you. And your

great brute of a husband loves you. You do seem to like them extra large,” she noted wryly. 

“I know you are right, Mother,” Lara replied. “And yet…” 

“Put it from you!” Ilona said impatiently. “We have important matters to discuss, my daughter. 

Kaliq has told me what you did to Gaius Prospero. It was very, very foolish.” She shook her

golden head with her disapproval. 

“But wonderful y clever,” Cirilo piped up, and then quickly lowered his head to his breakfast at

his mother’s angry and silent reprimand. His cheeks were red with her admonishment, but

Lara caught his eye and winked at him. Cirilo felt much better at his sister’s encouragement. 

Ilona hid her smile. She was pleased to see her eldest born bonding with her youngest. That

bond would one day be important to them both. Then she spoke to her daughter. “The powers

that grow in you are more than most half faerie, half mortal beings have. This was foretold

before your birth. Mortal blood runs in your veins, Lara, but you wil  have ful  faerie powers

before long. But with those powers comes responsibility. You must exercise your powers only

for good. If you do not you wil  be lured into the darkness, and your powers corrupted. The

sorcerer you vanquished was like you, Lara, half mortal and half faerie. He was to bring

greatness to the Brotherhood of the Great Creator. Instead he was drawn into the darkness, 

and Terah suffered cruel y under his rule. Only a creature like you, Lara, could have lifted the

curse of Usi, and freed the Terahn people of his influence.” 

“Is that why I was brought to Terah?” Lara asked her parent. 

“Partly,” Ilona said. “Now promise me, my daughter, that you wil  never again use your powers

for evil as you did the other night. I do not say Gaius Prospero doesn’t deserve to be

punished, for he does, but time wil  take care of him, I promise you. You are meant for other

and greater things. You must not be corrupted as Usi was.” 

“Every time we meet you refer to a destiny for me,” Lara said impatiently. 

“First your promise, daughter,” Ilona said refusing to be turned from her point. 

“Of course I wil  promise you, Mother. I wil  never again al ow my anger to rule my magic. Now

let us get back to my destiny.” Lara looked directly at her mother. 

“It is unfolding in its own time and manner,” Ilona said sweetly. 

Lara laughed. “You wil  tel  me no more, wil  you?” she said. 

“To tel  you would change your destiny, my dearest daughter,” Ilona replied with indisputable

logic. 

logic. 

“Very wel , Mother, I shal  not quarrel with you over it,” Lara responded. 

Ilona lowered her voice. “Your place wil  always be in Terah,” she told Lara. 

“That does not mean you wil  not be gone from there now and again, but Terah is your home, 

my daughter. Remember that. You wil  draw more strength from that land than from anywhere

else.” 

“And Magnus? Wil  he meet Vartan’s end, Mother?” 

“Nay, he wil  not,” Ilona said softly. “Now be satisfied, Lara. I have said al  I came to say, and

Cirilo and I must return to the forest — or what remains of it.” 

“What do you mean?” Lara wanted to know. 

“The forest is being cut down section by section to supply wood for building. The area around

the vil ages of the Forest Lords is being left, but bit by bit they are destroying the woodlands. It

was suggested by the Head Forester that the government replant where they take trees, but

the emperor has decided that it would take from his profit so he wil  not do it. They have not yet

reached the deepest part of the forest where we live, but in a few years they wil ,” Ilona said. 

“There are forests in Terah,” Magnus Hauk said. “Bring your faerie folk and live with us,” he

invited. 

“You have your own faerie clans,” Ilona said. 

“If we do, we do not know them,” the Dominus replied, “and they cannot have al  of our forests. 

Can you not negotiate with them? The Tormod and the Piaras clan families have done so with

the mountain gnomes for mining rights in the Emerald Mountains.” 

“We have always been a part of Hetar,” Ilona replied slowly. 

“But if your forest is gone can you stil  exist there?” Lara asked her mother. “Are not the trees

and growing things a part of your strength and your heritage, Mother? If they are gone, then

you wil  die. Please come to Terah.” 

“I wil  speak with my faerie folk,” Ilona said, “but we are yet safe, my daughter.” 

“Do not wait too long, Ilona,” the Dominus advised. “At least visit us, see what we can offer you

and meet with your Terahn kindred.” 

“Terah is a very green land, Mother.” 

“I shal  think on it,” Ilona said. Then she asked, “Do your forests turn colors in the autumn

season, Magnus Hauk?” 

“They do,” he responded. 

“There are no cities?” 

He shook his head. “My lands are so vast, and divided by the mountains that the people of the

fjords have no knowledge of what lies beyond those mountains on the lands now inhabited by

the Outland clans. Eventual y the two wil  meet, but not yet.” 

Ilona nodded. “A vast green land,” she said. “It is tempting, Magnus Hauk.” 

“Laaaaraaaa!” A great voice boomed through the palace. 

“Oh,” Cirilo said. “I told Og I would tel  you he was waiting in the val ey for you, Sister. I’m sorry I

forgot.” 

Lara stood up. “I wil  go and greet my old friend then,” she said. “Wil  you remain, Mother?” she

asked her parent. 

Ilona shook her head. “Nay, Cirilo and I must go home shortly. We wil  say our goodbyes now, 

my daughter.” The two women embraced, and then Ilona said, “And you, Magnus Hauk, you

have my blessing. Treat my daughter wel .” 

Cirilo slipped his hand into his sister’s. “I wish you lived with us,” he said. “We would have

such fun together, Sister. Tel  Dil on and Anoush I send them my faerie blessing,” the young

faerie prince told her. 

“I don’t know when I wil  see them, Brother, but I wil  tel  them,” Lara said. 

“You wil  see them soon,” Cirilo told her. 

Lara nodded, then she bent and kissed his smooth cheek. “I am glad you are my brother,” she

said softly. Then straightening up she looked to her husband. “Would you like to meet Og, 

Magnus?” 

The Dominus rose from the table. He kissed Ilona on both of her cheeks, and shook Cirilo’s

hand. Then with a friendly smile at them both he went off with Lara. 

“A strong man,” Ilona noted. 

“He wil  need to be,” Kaliq answered her. 

Ilona nodded. “How dangerous wil  Gaius Prospero be, my old friend?” 

“Not as dangerous as he thinks,” Kaliq answered her. “And there is time for Terah. I have

returned King Archeron to ful  health and sent him home, Ilona. Arcas wil  not be able to poison

his father again. If he wishes power for himself he wil  have to take it in a more open manner, 

which could endanger his plans.” 

“Can Archeron stop the invasion of the Outlands?” Ilona wanted to know. 

“Nay, it is too far gone now, and he has a large army camped on his beaches, ready to depart. 

I did reassure him that whatever happened, the Outlands clan families would be safe from

harm, but asked him to delay the army of Gaius Prospero as much as he could without

endangering himself. He trusts me, and wil  do his best.” 

“Arcas wil  not be happy,” Ilona murmured, rising and beckoning to her son. “Come, Cirilo. I wil

return, Kaliq.” She departed the dining chamber, and stopped to look over the balcony into the

val ey below. There she saw Lara and Magnus walking forth to greet Og the Giant. Ilona smiled

as Og swung her daughter up, wishing she could hear the conversation. 

“PUT ME DOWN, you great hulk,” Lara said laughing, and leaning forward to kiss the giant’s

ruddy cheeks. “My husband is a jealous man, Og, and I should like to introduce you two.” 

Og set her down, grinning broadly. “You have grown more beautiful, Lara,” he told her. Then he

turned, and held out his big hand to Magnus Hauk. “I greet you, my lord. You have my

friendship, for Lara’s new beauty surely comes from the love you have for her.” 

Magnus Hauk was a very large man, but he felt dwarfed by Og. He put his hand in the giant’s, 

amazed at how smal  it suddenly looked. “I also greet you in friendship, Og, for my wife has

told me of your great kindness to her, and how you saved her from the Forest Lords.” To his

relief the giant did not crush his hand, and the firm pressure was almost immediately released

as their hands fel  away from each other. 

“Are you happy, Og?” Lara asked him. “Remember that where I am there wil  always be a

home for you.” 

“I am happy,” he said smiling down at her. “I have a fine wife, Alta. She was the largest girl

among Zaki’s people. She was so tal  that her family despaired of ever finding her a mate for

she stood higher than any man in the encampment. She is the daughter of Zaki’s cousin. She

is a good woman and has already given me two children, a son and a daughter. She keeps

my house wel , and we have come to love one another in the years we have been wed.” 

“Then I am content in that knowledge,” Lara told him. 

“And you found your destiny?” Og asked her. 

“Not yet,” Lara admitted. Then as they walked together in the green val ey she told him of her

adventures in the time since she had last seen him. 

He nodded observing, “You have grown strong. You would have no need of a giant now to

protect you. But then I knew that when you left Shunnar six years ago.” 

“Is that why you remained behind?” she asked him. 

“Partly,” he admitted. “But I am also not a giant who enjoys adventuring. Few of my kind do. 

We prefer an orderly life. I wil  be buried here in this val ey one day. My master, Prince Kaliq, 

has promised it. Tel  me of little Noss. Is she happy?” 

“Yes,” Lara said, and went on to tel  him of Noss’s life now. 

Final y, as the sun was reaching the midday, Og said, “I must leave you now for I have my

horses to look after.” He bowed to the Dominus. “My lord, I do not have to tel  you to take care

of Lara, for I know you wil .” 

Magnus Hauk nodded. 

“I do not know if I wil  see you again before you depart,” Og told Lara. He kissed her on both

cheeks. “The Celestial Actuary guard and protect you, Lara.” Then he turned and left them. 

“I believe he loved you once as a man loves a woman,” Magnus Hauk observed. 

“Yes,” Lara replied. “But it has changed now into the love between friends. I always knew, but I

never let him know for I would not shame him, or give him false hope.” She took her husband’s

hand. “Let us go back now, my lord.” 

ARCAS WAS NOT HAPPY. He had returned from the City to discover his father back in his

palace, and seemingly in the best of health. And Archeron did not mince words with his only

son. 

“What have you done, you fool?” Archeron demanded. “You have brought Hetar into the

kingdom, Arcas. What were you thinking of when you did that?” 

“They are only using our beaches as a path for their invasion,” Arcas said. 

“They have eyes, fool! They have ears! What wil  they see? Our palaces, but no manufactories. 

Thanks to you, Gaius Prospero wil  soon ferret out the secret of the Coastal Kingdom. That we

trade with a land cal ed Terah. That they are the ones who supply us with the goods we sel  to

the Taubyl Traders.” 

“What difference does it make if they know?” Arcas said sulkily. 

“What use wil  they have for us if they know, you fool? Gaius Prospero wil  leap upon the

chance for new and greater profit. We have stood between Terah and Hetar, sel ing their

goods, taking our profits. Now we wil  sooner than later lose that advantage to that greedy slug

who cal s himself emperor of Hetar. Our isolation from the City has been our salvation, Arcas, 

and you have thrown it away! We wil  become nothing more than a seaport through which

Gaius Prospero builds a greater empire for himself. If I could send back those troops camping

on our beaches I would. But I cannot.” 

“No, you cannot,” Arcas sneered. “Soon enough they wil  march into the Outlands, father. Your

friend, Rendor of the Felan, wil  be the first to fal ,” he laughed. 

Archeron stared coldly at his offspring. Prince Kaliq had promised that the Outlands clan

families would not be harmed, and the Coastal King believed the prince. He had not explained

further, but Archeron knew that was the way with magic. “Your mother would be so

disappointed in you, Arcas,” he said, and gained great satisfaction in seeing his son grow

pale. “When this is over I am exiling you from the Coastal Kingdom. You are a traitor to us, and

to Hetar. Now leave me!” 

Arcas slunk from the chamber seething. His father had been close to death when the damned

Shadow Princes had stepped into the situation and spirited Archeron off. He had had

everyone convinced that Archeron was pining for his late wife. Wel , let his father enjoy his last

few days of glory. The emperor had promised an end to the Coastal Kings. Once the Outlands

were secure they would be no more, and he, Arcas, would be appointed governor of the new

Coastal province. Archeron and his fel ow kings would have to accept what was happening or

the emperor would have them executed. He walked down to the beach to join some of the

Crusader Knights who were leading the invasion. They welcomed him, flattered him and

offered him some of their wine. Arcas was an intimate of the emperor, and a man never knew

when he would need a favor. 

Two days later he rode with them as they entered the Outlands. They rode up from the

beaches onto the plain, and it did not take Arcas long to realize he could see no sheep

grazing. The land stretched unblemished as far as the eye could see. 

“How near is the first vil age?” the Commander Knight asked him. 

“We should already have reached it by now,” Arcas replied slowly. Something was wrong. Very

wrong. 

They rode on for the next three days, and in that time they saw no herds, no Outlanders, no

structures of any kind. The Crusader Knights were becoming confused, and the Mercenaries

riding with them restless. They were deep into the Outlands now, and al  they could see was

the great plain and the Purple Mountains beyond. Where were the people? Where were the

vil ages? It was final y decided that the great army would make an encampment and wait for

further instructions. A faeriepost was sent to the emperor in the City. 

Jonah read the post before his master, as was his custom. Odd, he thought. Were the

Outlanders in hiding, having been warned in advance of Hetar’s invasion? It was not

impossible that they had learned of it, and knowing they would not be able to overcome such a

large force as Hetar was sending into their territory, had hidden themselves. But if that was so, 

where were the vil ages, and the animals? The post clearly stated that there was nothing in the

Outlands but a vast expanse of land. Jonah took the post to Gaius Prospero, who read it and

then looked to his right hand. 

“They must be mistaken.” 

“They have ridden for three ful  days, and Arcas is with them,” Jonah said. 

“There is nothing?” Gaius Prospero looked slightly panicked. “No people? No herds? No

planted fields of crops? We were told at least two of those clan families farmed great tracts of

land, growing al  manner of things. I have promised homes and slaves to our people.” 

“Do not agitate yourself, my good lord,” Jonah said in his soothing voice. “We know there are

folk in the Outlands. Perhaps they have hidden themselves in the mountains with the mining

clans. Was not John Swiftsword chosen to lead that force? Before we give into our dismay, let

us send him and his Mercenaries into the Purple Mountains. Hetar was there just a few years

ago, and we know the vil ages, the people and the mines exist. I wager we wil  find the rest of

the Outlands clan families there with their flocks and herds.” 

“But what of the missing vil ages?” Gaius Prospero babbled nervously. 

“They probably burned them to spite us,” Jonah reasoned. 

“Yes, yes! Of course they did!” The emperor sounded relieved. 

“And we wil  put out a bul etin for the people saying the invasion goes wel , and we have yet to

suffer any casualties due to the skil  of our soldiers and the competent leadership of the

Crusader Knights. We wil  say the Outlanders have fled before our armies, and wil  soon be in

custody,” Jonah suggested. 

“Yes!” Gaius Prospero said. “Yes, Jonah! Do it al . Dispatch John Swiftsword, and inform our

people that al  goes wel  in our campaign to reclaim the Outlands. And do not forget Lara’s

Fiacre children. I want them in my custody.” 

Jonah bowed. “It shal  be as you command, my lord emperor.” 

Receiving his marching orders John Swiftsword departed with his Mercenary force, and

marched into the foothil s of the Purple Mountains. Soon he and his smal  army were deep in

the mountains. There seemed to be no roads, however, and he wondered how the carts of

dead had traversed the steep forested sides of these mountains to reach the City several

years back. The forest grew thicker and denser as they traveled. They had to hack their way

through it at one point. They saw not a vil age. Not a farmstead. Not a person or domesticated

creature. And if there were mines, they were very wel  hidden from his view. Final y they began

to come down from the mountains, and before them stretched a great plain. John Swiftsword

had his forces make an encampment on that plain directly below the mountains. Then he sent

a faeriepost to the City asking for further instructions. He had not been told of the larger army’s

empty trek. 

Jonah read the missive from the mountain army. And having read it he realized there was

great magic involved. Neither of Hetar’s forces had found signs of disaster, or il ness, or aught

that would explain the Outlanders’ disappearance. As fantastic as it sounded, as incredible as

it was to believe, it must be that that the entire population of the Outlands, their vil ages, their

goods and chattels had been removed to another place. But where? He brought the faeriepost

from John Swiftsword to Gaius Prospero to hear what he would say, what he might think of the

situation before he offered his own thoughts. 

The emperor blanched. “There is nothing? No one? No signs of the mines? But Jonah, we

know that they were there. We brought out thousands in gold, silver and gemstones. If there

was nothing there, then what was the Winter War al  about? I did not imagine those seven

stinking carts piled high with our dead.” 

“No, you did not, my lord emperor,” Jonah murmured. “There is indeed an explanation, 

fantastic as it wil  seem.” 

“Magic?” The emperor grew even paler. 

“Of course, my lord, ’twas magic,” Jonah agreed. “It could be nothing else, and how clever of

you to discern it so quickly.” 

“I promised the people so much, Jonah, and now how am I to keep my promises?” Gaius

Prospero asked his right hand. “It wil  be like it was six years ago. They wil  blame me for what

has happened.” 

“Nothing has happened, my lord emperor,” Jonah spoke calmly. “Compose yourself, and look

at what you have. You convinced the people of Hetar that the Outlands were rightful y ours, and

had been stolen from us by the Outlanders, which enabled you to build a large new army of

Mercenaries. The Crusader Knights have been idle for years, and welcomed the opportunity

you gave them to lead us into war again. You have stemmed the restlessness that plagued us

these past years. 

“You said there was much fertile land to be had in the Outlands, and there is, my lord emperor. 

You wil  be able to expand our borders without the loss of a single Hetarian life. We wil  take

more trees from the Forest Lords, and set the Mercenaries to work building new vil ages for

themselves, and for the sons of the Midlands who would otherwise have no place to go. It is

spring, my lord emperor. There is time for those young men to open new fields and plant

crops. The markets wil  be ful  by autumn, as you had so wisely planned previously. 

“If there are some among the people who complain that it is not as easy as they had thought it

would be, we wil  remind them that very little is easy in life. Then we wil  give them a smal  tract

of land, exhorting them to work hard for the good of Hetar and their fel ow citizens. And we wil

say we are fortunate that our vaunted might has frightened those dark forces that held the

Outlands in their thral  these hundreds of years into fleeing before us.” 

“But what of the thousands of slaves I promised?” the emperor whined. 

 Greedy fool,  Jonah thought silently. Then he gave the emperor a smal  cold smile. “We are

fortunate, my lord, in avoiding these evil creatures. They would never have made good slaves, 

I fear. And they would have brought darkness into Hetar.” 

“Of course! Of course!” Gaius Prospero agreed. Then his eyes narrowed. “Where have the

Outlanders gone, Jonah?” he asked his companion. “Where?” 

Jonah shrugged. “Does it real y matter, my lord emperor? We have the Outlands, and for now

our problems of overcrowding and unrest are behind us. And you wil , of course, avail yourself

of the best tracts of land. I think the area near the sea might be best, with its mild climate. You

can probably harvest two, possibly three crops, yearly. And with your gracious permission I

might take some acreage near you, my lord emperor. I have a mind to plant a vineyard there.” 

“Natural y, dear Jonah,” Gaius Prospero replied. He was beginning to feel better now. Jonah

always made everything clearer to him. “You shal  have whatever you desire in the Outlands. A

vineyard, you say? What a delightful idea.” 

“We have a great deal of work cut out for us, my lord emperor. I would advise that we visit the

Outlands once al  is secure. Before the winter. You should see what you have gained for Hetar, 

my lord emperor. I am sure the Shadow Princes wil  transport us with their magic, so you need

not be burdened by the difficulty of travel.” 

“Which of the Princes is in the City now?” Gaius Prospero wanted to know. 

“I wil  endeavor to learn that, my lord emperor,” Jonah said. 

“Have a faeriepost sent to my Knight Commander with the larger army tel ing him to remain

where he is, but to send a smal  expeditionary force ahead to ascertain that the Outlands are

completely free of those evil barbarians. They are to meet up with John Swiftsword and his

group. Then send a faeriepost to Swiftsword as wel  tel ing him to stay at his encampment, 

and expect the smal er force to join him. When we are certain of our facts, Jonah, we shal

announce our great victory over the Outlands,” Gaius Prospero declared. “But I should stil  like

to know where the clan families disappeared to, dear Jonah. We should not like them coming

back, would we?” 

“In time you wil  explore the possibilities, my lord emperor,” Jonah replied. “For now you must

make the Outlands secure and prosperous. It is important that your people be happy. 

Contented folk never rebel. Give the masses safe shelters, enough food and a purpose in life

just difficult enough to keep their attention, and they are usual y wel  gratified. Those who are

not you can use to your own purposes, or dispose of, my lord emperor. But you know these

things, and it is impertinent of me to remind you of them.” He bowed low. “I beg your

forgiveness, my lord emperor.” 

“Jonah, Jonah,” Gaius Prospero said, his mood expanding with goodwil . “Of course I forgive

you. I know that in your loyalty you but speak to aid me. You could never displease me. Only

one thing disappoints me about this easy conquest. I do not have Lara’s Fiacre children in my

charge.” 

“My lord, first things first,” Jonah advised. “Once you have made Hetar so powerful and so

inviolate that no one wil  dare threaten us, you wil  learn al  we seek to know. Remember there

is this place cal ed Terah. You shal  find it, and when you do, the faerie woman wil  be yours. 

Her children wil  not matter, my lord emperor.” 

“First the Outlands,” Gaius Prospero said. “Then I wil  make the Coastal Kingdom an Imperial

province with my own governor. I had promised the position to Arcas, but he is not to be

trusted. And something must be done about the Forest Lords. They have not been particularly

cooperative of late. They do not send their young men for our Mercenary forces. When the

Outlands situation is settled I wil  want to see the Head Forester, Jonah. It is past time he paid

me a visit, and that I made certain of his loyalty to me. Lord Enda is a wily fel ow, but I believe

he has more intel igence than his unfortunate brother had.” The emperor’s voice grew low. 

“Lara kil ed him, you know. She admitted it to me, Jonah. Said he was her first kil . She

sounded as if she had enjoyed it, Jonah.” Gaius Prospero shuddered with the memory of her

words. 

A smal  smile touched Jonah’s lips. “Perhaps she did, my lord emperor,” he replied. There! Let

the fat coward consider wel  the woman he coveted so greatly.  If I were emperor,  Jonah

thought,  I should imprison the faerie woman, and force her to use her magic for my benefit. 

 Gaius Prospero is guided only by his lust. All women are the same. Soft breasts, and hot, 

 wet holes for pleasuring a man. To become ensorcelled by them is a weakness. Vilia and I

 understand one another. 

“I think I find Lara more exciting as a strong woman than she was as a girl,” the emperor said. 

“And more frightening. To conquer such a creature would be a victory.” 

“In time, my lord emperor,” Jonah replied. “First we must conclude your conquest of the

Outlands.” 

The next few weeks brought to light that nothing remained in the Outlands but the mountains

and the plain itself. Al  trace of the people who had once inhabited it had disappeared. There

were no vil ages to move into, no planted fields to til  and no slaves. Nonetheless a great

victory was declared. The emperor proclaimed two days of celebration and opened his own

private warehouses to distribute bread, meat and wine to the populace of the City. The Head

Mistress of the Guild of the Pleasure Woman was instructed to open the Pleasure Houses to

any who wished to avail themselves of the women within. Records were to be scrupulously

kept, and each Pleasure House would be reimbursed by the emperor. No one seeking

pleasures was to be turned away. 

When the two days had drawn to a close, an announcement was made that those wishing land

in the new province of the Outlands were to assemble in the main square of the City and be

interviewed for their suitability. The sons of the Midland farmers would be given first choice, for

it was important that the land be made fruitful. Houses and vil ages would be built for al  who

qualified, al  who could contribute to Hetarian society. The celebrations had dul ed the hum of

the complaints that al  was not quite as they had been promised. And now what appeared to

be a fair distribution of the new territory distracted the remainder of the malcontents. 

Gaius Prospero in the company of Jonah, and with the aid of the Shadow Princes, transported

to the Outlands. He was astounded by its vastness and its fertility. He chose a large chunk of

land overlooking the sea for his very own, and arranged to build himself a smal  summer

palace. Jonah sought land a few miles inland for his vineyard, and made preparations for a

house, and the planting of the vines. Then he and the emperor spent the next ten days riding

across the plain to the foot of the mountains where the encampment of John Swiftsword was

located. 

“You could take some of the onus off the Forest Lords by taking lumber from these forests on

the mountain,” Jonah suggested to the emperor. 

“Yes,” Gaius Prospero agreed. “Better for now to keep Lord Enda in our camp, eh, Jonah? 

Besides, the forests on the mountains are thick, and we wil  have to take the trees down if we

are to reopen the mines. We must locate them again, Jonah. They were very rich, and I should

be reluctant to lose such wealth.” 

Jonah remained silent. It would take several years and great skil  to find the mines of the

Tormod and Piaras, if indeed they could find them at al . The magic that had rendered the

Outlands empty of any evidence of the clan families was strong magic. The Shadow Princes

would have been involved, but he would say nothing to Gaius Prospero about his suspicions. 

The Shadow Princes were probably the strongest power in Hetar. Only their disinterest kept

them from interfering seriously in Hetarian politics. If the truth be known, the princes did not

need the City or the Midlands, the Coastal Kingdom or the realm of the Forest Lords. As long

as their desert was respected they seemed content to leave the rest of Hetar to itself. Until

now. However they had emptied the Outlands, Jonah knew that the faerie woman, Lara, had

been involved somehow. There was obviously a bond between her and the princes. Perhaps

she had done them al  a favor by preventing the bloodshed that would have ensued from

another war. They might not have vil ages, planted fields, flocks, herds and a fresh supply of

slaves, but they had land. And no one had perished. In time Hetar would go to war again, but

with whom? Jonah shrugged. It was a puzzle yet to be solved. 

And the Outlands were now open to Hetar, and the people came. Farmland was distributed

with orders to plant and harvest in this same year. The people of the City needed to be fed

now, and through the winter. They lived in cloth shelters while the trees were fel ed, and lumber

cut and transported across the great plain to the sites delegated for new vil ages. But some of

the land was found not to be good for growing. It was rocky and impossible to plow. And a

means for getting the produce to the City was proving difficult as wel . The Outlands had been

far from the civilization of Hetar. 

Gaius Prospero was not pleased. It had al  begun so wel , and now it appeared things were

not going at al  as he had planned. The autumn was rainy, and landslides occurred on the

mountainsides now devoid of trees. They had not been able to find the mines yet. Winter was

coming, and the markets were little better off than they had been the previous year. Even his

warehouses were half-empty. The emperor found himself at a loss, and Gaius Prospero did

not like being without answers to his problems. Only the icy winds and bitter weather kept the

people from the streets, from the rebel ion he so feared. 

“Terah,” he said to Jonah one afternoon after Winterfest had just passed. It had cost him half of

what was left in his warehouses to give the populace their expected fete and keep them at bay

a while longer. “We must find Terah. Their riches can help us recover from this debacle the

Outlands has become. Find Arcas for me, Jonah. He knows something, and I want to know

what he knows. Is he in the City?” 

“Indeed, my lord emperor, he is,” Jonah replied. “He has been exiled from the Coastal

Kingdom by his father for his attempted patricide.” 

“Archeron was right,” Gaius Prospero said. “Arcas is a fool. He should have kil ed the old king

with a single dose of poison instead of attempting to make it look like a natural death. But he

wil  know where Terah is, I am certain. Find him!” 

Jonah sent two Imperial guardsmen to the house where he knew Arcas rented a sleeping

place. “Say nothing more than the emperor wishes to see him immediately,” Jonah instructed

the guardsmen. “Do not harm him, but bring him quickly.” 

The guardsmen returned less than an hour later with Arcas, who was less than gracious to the

emperor’s right hand. “It’s about time I was sent for,” he began. “What have you been waiting

for? I was promised the governorship of the old Coastal Kingdom when the emperor sent

down the kings.” 

“The Coastal Kingdom remains as it ever was, my lord Arcas,” Jonah said. “At this time it is

not to the emperor’s advantage to change things.” He wrinkled his nose. “When was the last

time you bathed? You cannot greet the emperor stinking like a cow byre. I hardly recognized

you with that beard, and long matted hair. And your garments are filthy.” 

“My father sent me from the Coastal Kingdom with no means of support,” Arcas snarled. “I

earn my sleeping space and what little I can find to eat reading and writing letters for those

who cannot. It is hardly a gracious living considering my status.” 

“You no longer have a status that matters,” Jonah said, “but I can help you to regain such a

place if you are wil ing to help me.” 

“How?” Arcas demanded suspiciously. “I wil  not betray Gaius Prospero. I am not that big a

fool. I like my head where it now resides.” 

“The Celestial Actuary forefend, my lord,” Jonah said. “You know I am cal ed the emperor’s

right hand, and none is more loyal than I to Gaius Prospero. I serve him in many ways. But if

you serve me, you wil  be serving him as wel . First, my lord, let us get you bathed, and shorn, 

and garbed in more suitable garments.” He clapped his hand, and told the answering male

servant, “Take Lord Arcas to the baths. See he is properly attended to, and find some decent

garments for him. He is to have an audience with the emperor shortly.” Turning to Arcas he

said, “Go with Lionel, and he wil  take care of you, my lord,” Jonah told him. 

Surprised yet suspicious, Arcas fol owed the servant from Jonah’s privy chamber. 

Jonah could not restrain the smile that came to his face. Yes, he had ful  intention of binding

Arcas to him, and using him. Better the fool be loyal to him, and he would be grateful briefly for

the bath and clean clothing. But Jonah intended stil  more. He would pay for a decent room for

Arcas, and in exchange Arcas would be his ears in the City. 

A man in his position could never have too many ears, Jonah thought. He went to Gaius

Prospero immediately. 

“I have found Arcas, but his condition was so poor that I sent him to be bathed and barbered

properly before I bring him into your presence. I know how delicate your nose is, my lord

emperor,” Jonah said. “It would seem King Archeron has exiled him, and cast him off as a son. 

He has been earning his living as a reader and a scribe.” 

“Then he wil  be more than wil ing to cooperate with us, wil  he not, dear Jonah,” the emperor

said, pleased. “He wil  come before me, but I shal  leave the management of his person to you, 

Jonah. You always know how to handle people to my advantage.” 

“My fate is tied to your success, my lord emperor,” Jonah replied, “and I am a man who

desires great success.” 

Gaius Prospero laughed, delighted by the admission, and Jonah withdrew to wait for Arcas to

be returned to him. And while he did he gave certain orders to his own minions. Final y Arcas

reappeared, and Jonah nodded, pleased. Arcas had been scrubbed so that the white of his

skin shone again. His blond hair had been cut, and the barber had left just a smal  fringe of

beard upon his pale face. He had been garbed in a simple long dark blue tunic, and new

leather boots. 

“There is no decoration on my gown,” he complained. 

“Remember, you have no status, and decoration is for men of status,” Jonah reminded him. 

“But you wil  eventual y regain your status, my lord.” 

“How?” Arcas demanded in a hard voice. His life over the last months had been wretched, and

he found he did not like scraping out an existence. But he was not beaten. “And when do I get

to see the emperor? Gaius Prospero owes me a debt.” 

“I have already spoken with the emperor, my lord. You wil  not return to your miserable sleeping

space. You have been given a room in the mercantile district above a smal  shop. You wil

have privileges in the Pleasure House of Maeve Scarlet. In return you wil  continue to offer your

services as a reader and a scribe. A smal  awning has been set up for you in the main market. 

The location wil  be given you later. And while you go about your daily life you wil  listen for any

scrap of gossip that could be of interest to the emperor. The main marketplace is always a

hotbed of gossip both important and unimportant.” 

“You want me to spy?” Arcas almost sounded offended. “I was promised a governorship.” 

“If you expect to gain that position, my lord,” Jonah said quietly, “you need to show the emperor

your total obedience, and just how useful you can be to him. When you are eventual y returned

to the Coastal province it wil  not be to rule in your own name, but in the emperor’s name, my

lord. Everything you do wil  be at the emperor’s command. You wil  be a tool, and nothing

more. If you choose not to accept the position currently being offered to you then you wil  be

returned to your sleeping space, but I imagine the landlord has already rented it out by now, 

housing being what it currently is.” 

Arcas looked just briefly as if he wanted to physical y attack Jonah, but then taking a deep

breath he said, “And how much wil  I be paid in this position?” His voice dripped sarcasm, and

his eyes were cold. 

“You may keep what you earn as a reader and a scribe,” Jonah said. “Your room and your

privileges at Maeve Scarlet’s wil  be taken care of by my office. If you should bring me a

particularly juicy bit of information you wil  of course be remunerated for it.” 

He gave Arcas a quick cold smile. “Are you now ready to see the emperor?” 

“I have not said I would accept your offer,” Arcas responded. 

“You have not said you would not,” Jonah replied. He turned and walked from the room. When

he heard the sound of the step behind him he smiled again, but said nothing, nor did he turn

about. Domination was a game he was becoming very good at. Reaching the emperor’s privy

chamber he briefly knocked, and entered. “I have brought you Arcas of the Coastal province, 

my lord emperor,” Jonah said, bowing. 

Gaius Prospero was seated behind the great table that served as his workplace. He waved

Arcas forward with an impatient hand. “I wish to know where Terah is,” he said without any

preamble. 

Arcas felt a sudden sensation of doom. His father, curse him, had been right. Hetar wanted the

secret of the Coastal Kings, and when they had it, the Kings would fal . But he, Arcas, would be

the emperor’s governor then. Curse the Coastal Kings who had exiled him, and forced him

into the dirt of the City! “Terah?” he murmured. He wanted to enjoy this moment. He had

something Gaius Prospero wanted, and he intended that the emperor pay for it. 

“Terah,” Gaius Prospero said in a hard voice. 

“Is there not a price to be paid for valuable information, my lord emperor?” Arcas said smugly. 

“If you do not tel  me what I desire to know,” Gaius Prospero said, “’tis you, Arcas, who wil  pay

that price.” He clapped his hands, and two large men in the uniform of the Torturers’ Guild

stepped from the shadows. “Prepare him!” the emperor said. 

The torturers moved forward far more swiftly than Arcas thought possible, and pul ed him first

to his knees, then bent him forward so that his head was almost touching the floor. They ripped

the back of his gown open and Arcas’s eyes grew round with surprise as he saw two gnomes

run from beneath the emperor’s table carrying a smal  brazier, which they set upon the floor, 

and a branding iron that they thrust into the glowing red coals. The room was silent, but Arcas

could hear his heart hammering in his chest. He was suddenly very frightened. 

“Mark one of his buttocks with my mark,” Gaius Prospero said slowly and thoughtful y. “The left

one, I think.” 

Arcas’s mouth fel  open with shock. “No!” he cried, and the cry grew into a scream as the

blazing iron ground into his flesh. His eyes bulged from his face, and a smal  bubble of foam

slipped from the edge of his mouth and ran down his chin. 

“Now,” Gaius Prospero said, “unless you wish a brand on your other buttock you wil  answer

my question. Refuse me, and I wil  spend the remainder of the day watching as you are slowly

executed in the most painful ways devised by my torturers. After you are branded a second

time there is a lovely metal dildo which is hol ow, and can be fil ed with either coals from the

brazier, or ice. I wil  personal y shove it up your fundament, my lord. Where is Terah? I wil  not

ask you again.” 

“Across the Sea of Sagitta,” Arcas sobbed. He was a broken man. 

The emperor came from behind his worktable, signaling the torturers to draw Arcas to his feet. 

His cold eyes surveyed the man. “Tel  me about it,” he said. 

Arcas swayed on his feet. He was very, very pale. 

“My lord emperor,” Jonah spoke softly, “perhaps a sip of wine to restore him?” 

Gaius Prospero nodded. “Give him some.” Then he waited while Arcas gulped down the wine. 

Able to stand on his own two legs again, Arcas shook off the hands of the two torturers. “I can

tel  you little about Terah, my lord emperor. Not,” he quickly added, “because I do not want to

tel  you. Because I have never been there. None of our race has. Our vessels meet their

vessels at the midpoint of the sea. Or at least what we believe is the midpoint. There we

exchange our goods for theirs. They have never permitted us to come farther. It has been that

way between our peoples for centuries.” 

“How did Lara get to Terah, then?” Gaius Prospero wanted to know. 

“I gave her to one of their captains for the Dominus. I hoped to curry his favor,” Arcas admitted. 

“What goods do you take from them?” Gaius Prospero demanded. 

“Al  the luxuries that Hetar loves, my lord emperor. The fabrics, the gold and silver products, the

gemstones,” Arcas said. 

“Your people do not create these products?” the emperor asked. 

“No, we trade for them,” Arcas responded. 

“You are no better than the Taubyl Traders then,” Gaius Prospero said, and he began to laugh. 

“What do your people do, Arcas?” 

“We fish, we cultivate what we need to eat, we compose songs, and of course we manage our

trade with Terah,” was the reply. 

The emperor laughed a moment more, and then he grew serious. “For centuries Hetar has

revered the Coastal Kings for the beautiful objects they brought to our markets, but it has al

been a sham. Your people do little to justify your existence. That, however, wil  change come

the spring. I am told by my Knight Commander who led the invasion of the Outlands that the

Coastal province possesses much unused land, land that can be cultivated — and it wil  be. 

Your father has already been sent my instructions, Arcas, and he wil  continue to oversee the

Coastal lands. As for you, you wil  report to my right hand, and obey his every directive. Do you

understand me?” 

“Yes, my lord emperor,” Arcas said, bowing in servile fashion. He was too terrified to remind

Gaius Prospero again of his promise that he, Arcas, would be the governor of the Coastal

province. His left buttock burned cruel y with the brand that had been impressed into his soft

helpless flesh. 

“Excel ent,” Gaius Prospero said turning away, and returning to his seat. “You are dismissed, 

Arcas.” 

“Wait for me in my privy chamber,” Jonah instructed the man. 

When they were once again alone the emperor looked to the man he cal ed his right hand. “I

am almost sorry he cooperated,” he admitted. “I should have enjoyed shoving that dildo into

him, and hearing him scream again. He thought I was weak, and that he could manipulate me, 

the fool!” 

“In time you wil  have your amusement with him, my lord emperor. I am sure he would make a

nice toy for the lady Anora to play with, don’t you think?” 

“You are bril iant, Jonah! Of course that is just what I shal  do. When he is no longer of use to

us, Anora and I shal  have him. She wil  enjoy that. It wil  please her greatly. I hope he wil  not

die too quickly.” 

“As long as you are patient and take your time with him I am certain he wil  provide a good

evening’s entertainment, my lord emperor,” Jonah murmured. 

“But now to Terah,” Gaius Prospero said. “I want you to speak with the representatives of the

Shadow Princes when they return from the winter recess. I would have them transport you to

Terah. Your eyes wil  be my eyes, Jonah. First we wil  open negotiations with them for trade. 

We wil  gain the goods we want more cheaply while keeping the price in the markets the

same. We shal  have a greater profit now that it is no longer necessary for us to purchase

these goods from the Coastal Kings. And in time we shal  learn the strengths and weaknesses

of this Terah. Eventual y we wil  make it a part of Hetar, Jonah.” 

“The High Council does not resume its meetings until the spring stars appear in the sky, my

lord emperor,” Jonah said. “As you have pointed out, the Shadow Princes wil  not return until

then.” 

“Make haste slowly, Jonah,” Gaius Prospero said jovial y. “You must spend the next few weeks

making plans to keep the people of the City calm and contented until I can bring this new

prosperity into our world. Go now. Both Vilia and Anora are waiting for me. Both wil  have a

litany of complaints, but I am more of a mind to listen to them now that I have gotten what I

wanted this day. Go! Go!” 

Jonah bowed to the emperor, and withdrew from him, hurrying back to his own privy chamber

where Arcas awaited him. “Good,” he said to the man. “You are ready now, I assume, to

accept my offer.” 

“You let him mark me with his brand,” Arcas said resentful y. 

“Did you actual y expect me to stop him?” Jonah responded. “The emperor is a hard man, and

you have learned a valuable lesson today. Do not cross Gaius Prospero.” 

“Where is this room you have found for me?” Arcas said. “I find I am very weak.” 

“Lionel wil  take you. Go to Maeve Scarlet’s Pleasure House tonight. She wil  see your wound

is cured of its hurt. She has an excel ent healer among her servants. Then relax, and enjoy

pleasures with one of her women. I surmise you have not had them in many months now. It is

unhealthy to bottle up one’s lusts, and it clouds the judgment, as you must surely have realized

after this afternoon. Rest tomorrow, and then you wil  find the awning designated for you next to

the sel er of lotions, soaps and perfumes in the main market square. He is very popular with

the ladies, and women do gossip quite a bit. Who knows what bits of information you wil  gain

there? You wil  report to me on the last day of each week in the hour before the sunset. Do you

understand? And Arcas, do try to remain discreet. You wil  be watched.” 

“I understand, my lord Jonah,” Arcas responded. Then he said, “He wil  not create me

governor, wil  he?” 

“For now it is to Hetar’s advantage that everything remain as it has been,” Jonah said. “You

are alive, Arcas, and you are now taken care of. If not in the manner in which you were raised, 

at least comfortably. You have a purpose, and in time you wil , I am certain, regain your status

among us. Go now,” he said, and watched as Arcas went slowly from the room. The brand on

his buttock blazed bright crimson. “Lionel,” he cal ed to his manservant. “Get him another robe. 

” 

When he was alone again Jonah considered the afternoon that had just passed. So the

emperor wanted him to go to Terah. That was going to present a problem, but he would figure

it out in time. And he did have time. And Vilia would help him. Intel igent, she now realized her

ambitions would be better served with him than with her husband. Yes, Vilia was a treasure. 

And while Gaius Prospero did not know it yet, she was Jonah’s treasure, not the emperor’s. 

The right hand of the emperor smiled to himself. Everything was going exactly as he had

hoped. 
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MAGNUS HAUK watched his wife playing a board game with Prince Kaliq, and he was jealous. 

He knew he had absolutely no reason to be, but he was. That in itself added to his anger. He

knew the look of intensity on Lara’s beautiful face was brought about by her concentration on

the game, yet he found himself wondering if that was al  she thought about. 

The prince reached out with a single finger, and touched the tip of Lara’s nose. “Make your

move,” he said softly, a hint of a smile upon his lips. 

“Do not rush me, Kaliq,” Lara responded as she studied the pieces. “You always do that when

you think you might lose,” she chuckled. 

“I do not!” he denied it. 

Lara laughed, and moved her game piece. “Aye, you do.” 

“I think you have devised some manner of cheating that I have not yet figured out,” he said. 

“You have always been wickedly clever.” 

Again she laughed. “I am just better at Herder than you are,” Lara told him. “Vartan and I

played regularly.” 

“Did he beat you?” Kaliq wanted to know. 

“Now and again,” Lara admitted, “but women are real y better at these games than men are, 

my prince. We are wil ing to wait for our reward, and are not so greedy.” 

Kaliq moved his next piece on the board. 

“Oh dear,” Lara murmured. 

“What?” he demanded nervously. 

“I should not have done that if I were you,” Lara said, and then she moved her final piece from

the board. “I win.” 

He grimaced. “I thought I had that piece blocked,” he grumbled. 

“Would you like to play another game?” Lara inquired sweetly. 

“And be humbled again? Nay, my love, I believe once a night is more than enough for me,” the

Prince said rueful y. 

“As you wish, my lord Prince,” Lara replied. 

“It is late,” Magnus Hauk said loudly. They had been speaking as if he were not even there. 

“We should get some rest. I have been considering that it is past time we went home to Terah. 

I have been gone far too long.” 

“Yes,” Lara agreed, not recognizing his pique. “I should pay a visit to the new Outlands to see

how they are al  getting on there. The rest of Hetar can wait.” 

“You have other duties, Domina,” Magnus said sharply. “There is the smal  matter of an heir for

Terah that should come before anything else.” 

“I told you that I would give you an heir when I deemed the time right,” Lara responded. “I am

not some brood animal, my lord Dominus.” 

Kaliq felt sympathy for Magnus Hauk. He was hopelessly in love with Lara, but he was also

fil ed with jealousy. Until he could gain a mastery of himself he was going to have difficulty with

her. And Lara, the Prince thought, also needed to consider that for now, and perhaps for

always, she was this man’s wife. Her destiny had not yet been fulfil ed entirely, but neither was

it going to be any time soon. 

 Lara,  he spoke to her in her thoughts.  He is jealous, poor mortal. While you and I know he

 has no reason to be, he does not know that. Be patient with him. 

She looked directly at the Prince, and a flick of an eyelash told him she had heard. Rising from

the game table she walked over to her husband. “You are right, Magnus, it is time we returned

home to Terah. But a babe takes time to make. Before we set to work at such a pleasant duty I

real y should visit the new Outlands to be certain al  is wel . It is not just for myself, but it is for

Terah. I have convinced you to introduce these new folk into your lands. I must be sure they

have resettled wel , and wil  be no bother to you, for that is what I promised you, Magnus, my

husband. And, too, I have Vartan’s children to see. I need to know al  is wel  with them.” She put

a gentle hand on his muscled arm, and gave him a smal  smile. “I promised you a son, and I

wil  give him to you in due time.” 

Kaliq could sense the jealousy draining from the Dominus’s heart. His turquoise-blue eyes

grew misty as they looked down at Lara. His stern features softened. Kaliq almost laughed

aloud, but he kept his own handsome features blank. Lara was indeed magical, especial y in

her ability to cajole an angry man. But Magnus Hauk had a strength that she was going to

need in the times to come. She might be cleverer, and more aware where the world around

them was concerned, but Kaliq could see that the Dominus of Terah was learning quickly. 

Lara turned back to the prince. “We bid you a good night, Kaliq,” she said. 

He nodded, and bowed formal y to them both. “When you are ready tomorrow to be

transported I shal  be happy to oblige you both,” he told her, and then watched as they left him. 

Kaliq sighed. Tomorrow he would tel  them what his spies in the City had reported to the

Shadow Princes today. The emperor had forced the foolish Arcas into tel ing him about Terah. 

He wanted Jonah to be transported to Terah by the Princes in order to open up direct trade

negotiations. Thanks to Arcas, the Coastal Kings had now lost their monopoly on the trade

with Terah. 

When the next day dawned hot over the desert outside of the cliff palaces, he saw that Magnus

Hauk was in a much better frame of mind. Obviously Lara had spent the night pleasuring him, 

and restoring his good humor. They joined him for the first meal of the day in his smal  private

garden. The silent servants brought in bowls of ripened golden apricots, pale green grapes, 

and tiny yel ow bananas along with individual cups of fresh yogurt. The delicate round loaf of

bread with its crisp crust was fresh from the ovens and fil ed with berries and raisins. A dainty

silver dish held sweet butter. Another contained honey in its comb. In deference to the

Dominus, who ate a heartier first meal of the day, there were hard-boiled eggs in a bowl set by

his place along with a plate of meat. The servants fil ed the goblets with fresh mixed juice. 

When the meal was wel  underway the Shadow Prince told them of what they had learned from

their informants in the City. “What do you want us to do?” he asked Magnus Hauk. 

“Can you refuse to transport them?” the Dominus asked. 

“The more you refuse Gaius Prospero the more he wil  want to come,” Lara said. “We cannot

hazard that they discover the Sea of Obscura on the edge of this desert. Hetarians are not

explorers by nature, but we cannot take the chance. You do not want them coming at us

through the new Outlands.” 

“What do you suggest?” the Shadow Prince asked her. 

Lara turned to her husband. “This is your decision, Magnus, but now that they know more than

we were wil ing to tel  them, they wil  come. But we are stil  in a position to control their coming. 

” 

The Dominus considered for several long minutes. Then turning to Kaliq he said, “What if you

told them we knew that they were coming in the next year, but that we wanted them to come

across the sea? To send word to us through the Coastal Kings when their ambassador was

ready so we might meet his vessel, and escort it with due honor to Terah. Do you think Gaius

Prospero would honor our request?” 

“Aye, he very wel  might,” Kaliq responded. “For now he cannot go to war with you, for he is too

busy in the Outlands. And he has also discovered how much land is unused within the Coastal

province. He intends confiscating it for his own cultivation, I have not a doubt. That way he can

control the price of food in the markets.” 

“And by control ing the price of food he can control the people,” Lara murmured. 

“So his only interest in Terah for the interim is to open a negotiation with us,” the Dominus

said. “He’s a wily fel ow, and in the end we shal  have to deal with him.” 

“But for now,” the Shadow Prince said, “you have time to prepare your people and your

defenses against Hetar.” 

“Could we not create a vacuum within the leadership of Hetar if Gaius Prospero were no

longer there?” Lara wondered aloud. 

“The difficulty with Gaius Prospero’s ambitions is that they have roused the ambitions of

others as wel ,” Kaliq responded. “As long as each province was governed by its leaders and

al  had an equal say in the High Council, Hetar could remain at peace. But nothing remains the

same forever, my friends. Ambition rises with the changing times. Hetar is overpopulated in

the City and the Midlands. The rest of us have remained isolated, the Foresters because of

their foolish insistence for their racial purity, the Coastal Kings because of their great distance. 

And we because of our magical abilities, which are not for the common folk. But al  that is

changing now, and we must change with it. Hetar believes it is the only world here, but it is not. 

And it wil  soon learn otherwise. Terah has known better for centuries, but there is even more

here than Terah can imagine,” Kaliq told them. “It is Lara who is bringing about these changes, 

whether she realizes it or not. Your wife, Magnus Hauk, is very important in the scheme of

things.” 

“What is she to do?” the Dominus asked curious. 

“Exactly what she is doing,” Kaliq replied, and Magnus looked confused. 

Lara laughed. “It is the Prince’s duty to be oblique, Husband,” she told him. 

“My destiny seems to unfold slowly like a bolt of heavy rich cloth. If you have told us al  we need

to know, Kaliq, then perhaps it is time for Magnus and me to go home to Terah.” 

The Shadow Prince turned to the Dominus. “When we are requested to transport Hetar’s

emissary to Terah we wil  refuse, and suggest the more formal route you have presented to us. 

The emperor wil  be impatient and irritated by the delay, but we wil  see he acquiesces for if

the truth be known he has no other choice. And we wil  warn you wel  in advance of their

request and their coming,” he told them. 

“Keep them from your desert, Kaliq,” Lara said. “They have already encroached along its

scrublands, I am told.” 

“No longer,” he replied. “They found it too inhospitable, and besides now they have the

Outlands in which to expand. It is a far more pleasant land,” Kaliq chuckled. “We seemed to

have an unusual number of sandstorms and ferocious heat waves in the scrubland in recent

months. Those poor Midlanders could not take it. They fled back to the overcrowded farms of

their families very quickly. The emperor then sent a delegation at the request of the Squire. 

They came back declaring the scrubland useless and uninhabitable even for goats and

scorpions. The emperor wil  not intrude upon us again. He sees no profit in our desert, and

believes we spend al  our time tending to the horses we sel  into Hetar. He told me himself it

must be difficult work, given the sandstorms and the lack of useful vegetation.” 

“Does he not know of your palaces, and that magnificent fertile val ey between the cliffs?” 

Magnus Hauk asked, surprised. “Where does he imagine you live?” 

“Few in Hetar know of our val ey,” the prince said. “Those who have traveled our province

believe we reside in the tent encampments they see scattered about the desert.” 

“What of the Taubyl Traders?” Lara wondered. 

“We conduct our negotiations with them from magnificent tents below the cliffs,” he told them. 

“Few strangers have ever entered our palaces, or seen our val ey. And those few who have are

relieved of the memory of it before we send them back. And to those to whom we have given

sanctuary, like the Mercenary, Wilmot, and his old mother, Dame Mildred, they do not go out

into the world again. It would not be safe for them.” 

“How are they?” Lara asked him. 

“Wilmot was a bit restless until your giant, Og, asked him for his aid with the horses. As for

Dame Mildred she is most content, and spends her time with Og’s wife and children. You did

not see them, did you?” 

Lara shook her head. “Nay. I did not want to answer al  the questions that Wilmot would surely

have for me.” 

“Then it is time for you to go,” Kaliq said. 

“Transport me to the new Outlands,” Lara said. 

“Wife!” the Dominus protested. 

“It is easier,” Lara told him, “if I go now. It is the time of the Gathering, Magnus. I wil  be able to

see them al , hear and soothe complaints and see my children. And Dasras is there. I shal

ride him home to you within just a few weeks’ time. Please let me do this. Come if you wil , but

let me go.” 

“I need to get back to the castle,” he said. Then he sighed. “Very wel , Lara, go to that great

fertile plain you cal  the new Outlands, and reassure yourself that al  is wel , but then return to

me.” 

“Before I do I would have you come to your new subjects so that they may render their tribute to

you for the year,” she said. 

He nodded. “I wil  come when you want me, my faerie love.” 

She smiled at him, and then going to Kaliq, put her arms about his neck and kissed his cheek. 

“Thank you, dear friend,” she said. 

The Shadow Prince saw the fire blaze up in Magnus Hauk’s eyes. He returned Lara’s kiss and

then set her back. “I shal  set you down in the middle of Rendor’s hal ,” he said, and with a

quick wave of his hand he transported her. 

Rendor of the Felan started as Lara materialized before his high board. Rahil, his wife gave a

little scream of surprise. 

“Greetings, old friends,” Lara said to them. 

Rendor stood up, and coming forward embraced Lara. “I know I should not be so startled, but

your method of entrance always amazes me. Welcome, Lara! Come up to the board, and

have some wine.” 

“It is morning in the palace of Prince Kaliq,” Lara said. She accepted the goblet he offered her, 

and drank deeply of it. “Rahil, you are looking wel . Now tel  me how has this relocation gone

for the clan families?” 

“Many find it difficult to believe we are no longer on the borders of Hetar,” Rendor began. “Do

they now possess our old lands?” 

“Aye, and they are total y confused to have found an empty land, barren of vil ages or

creatures, when they were promised it al  including the clan families as a new source of

slaves. Gaius Prospero is most distressed that there are no mines to be had in the mountains. 

He has been forced to seek the wealth he knows is there if he can but find it,” Lara chuckled. “I

came for the Gathering, and to speak with al  the clan families so I might see for myself that

they have al  settled in wel . I have been with the Shadow Princes.” 

“Where is your husband?” Rendor wanted to know. 

“Kaliq sent him back to Terah,” Lara said. “He wil  join us at the Gathering so you may al

render him the tribute due him.” 

“Why did you not transport to Liam’s hal ?” Rendor wanted to know. 

“I do you honor as head of the Outlands High Council,” Lara told him. “Liam is only the Lord of

the Fiacre. I wil  see him soon enough. How soon do we leave?” 

“Tomorrow,” Rendor said. “You came just in time. It is amazing, Lara. Each clan family sought

out the place of the Gathering this summer past, and it was there exactly where it should be. 

We did not know if it would be.” 

“The Princes and I transported everything. And we closed up the mines in the mountains, and

put trees and bushes back in their stead,” she told him. “Hetar’s emperor has been very

disappointed by what he found.” 

“I am sorry that Gaius Prospero did not find a scorched land,” Rendor muttered. 

“If he had he would have had a rebel ion on his hands, and we cannot tolerate a rebel ion in

Hetar, old friend,” Lara told him. “They would have been forced to look elsewhere for growing

land. As it is they have confiscated al  the empty acreage that belonged to the Coastal Kings, 

and they have forced the secret of Terah from Arcas.” 

“Then we are not safe after al ,” Rendor said. 

“The new Outlands is safe, and so is Terah. The Sea of Obscura can only be found by crossing

the desert, and Hetar has decided that the desert is an unfriendly place. They have already left

the smal  bit they attempted to settle last year. And the Emerald Mountains separate the new

Outlands from Terah proper, and another sea separates it from Hetar,” Lara explained. “The

clan families are safe, Rendor.” 

“This sea you cal  Obscura is not like Sagitta,” he told her. “We have seen sea monsters with

beautiful jewel-colored scales and great tails swimming off the shore of it. They do not come

near, and they seem peaceable, but I know they have seen us as wel . We are not of a mind to

take a dory out onto the water. But when we cast out our nets from the beach they are

immediately so ful  of fish we can hardly pul  them to shore. We wil  not starve. We have only

done that twice since we have been here, for we would not waste the bounty of this land. We

smoked what we could not eat, and shal  take some of it to the Gathering for barter or trade.” 

“This is a good place, then?” she asked. 

“Our flocks behave as if nothing has changed,” he told her. 

“I wil  be interested to hear what the other clan families have to say about this new place you

have been brought to, Rendor. Let us hope they are as content.” 

“It wil  not matter if they are not, for we cannot go back, can we?” he asked. 

Lara shook her head. “Nay, you cannot,” she agreed. 

The next day the Felan and Lara departed for the yearly Gathering. They traveled the same

time and distance as always, which was a comfort to them. And when they reached the place

of the Gathering Lara was relieved to see the great stone monoliths standing at the place of

the assemblage as if they had been in that particular spot for centuries, which of course they

had been in the old Outlands. Before the Felan could settle themselves Lara went to join her

Fiacre clan family. She was warmly welcomed by Liam. 

Fiacre clan family. She was warmly welcomed by Liam. 

“Where have you come from?” he wanted to know. 

“I traveled with Rendor and the Felan, but I was with the Shadow Princes prior to that. May I

stay with you? You know I count myself among the Fiacre.” 

“Of course!” he said enthusiastical y. “Noss! Noss!” Liam cal ed to his wife. “We have a most

welcome guest who has come to the Gathering.” 

Noss’s head popped from the lord’s tent. Seeing Lara she let out a little squeal of delight and

ran forth to embrace her. “Oh, I am so glad you are here! I have another son, Val,” she

exclaimed. “Have you seen Dil on yet? Dil on, your mother is here!” she cal ed out to Lara’s

young son. The boy came running from the tent. 

“Mother!” He flung his arms about her. 

Lara hugged her child, noting that the older he grew the more he looked like his father with his

wonderful blue eyes and dark locks. “You simply must stop this growing business,” she told

him, ruffling his hair. 

He grinned up at her with Vartan’s smile, and her heart contracted. Once it had been so

simple, she thought, and briefly was overcome with sadness. 

“I can’t help it,” he said. “I can ride Dasras now,” he told her. 

“But you cannot have him,” she responded. “I sent him to you for the summer because I knew I

would not be able to ride him.” 

“Where were you?” he asked directly. 

“In Hetar, and in the realm of the Shadow Princes. I saw your grandmother, and my younger

brother Cirilo who is only a year older than you are,” she told him. “I hope one day that you wil

meet your uncle. It cannot hurt to have friends in the land of the faerie,” Lara said seriously. 

“My father’s mother says faeries bring bad fortune,” Dil on replied. 

“Bera is not wel  in her head, and has not been since her younger son murdered your father, 

her older son,” Lara explained. 

“She says you slew Adon and Elin, orphaning my cousin Cam,” Dil on responded. “Did you kil

them, Mother?” 

“Aye, and I would have slain Cam, too, but that I was prevented from doing so. The false blood

of his parents runs in him, Dil on. Never trust him,” Lara warned. 

“My father’s mother says we should be friends, for our fathers were not just brothers, but

friends also,” Dil on told her. 

“Vartan and Adon were never friends,” Lara said angrily. “The younger spent his life jealous of

the elder and everything your father earned. Obviously her grief has skewed Bera’s memories. 

Cam is young, but he wil  understand the story of his father’s demise one day. And mark my

words, Dil on, he wil  seek to avenge his parents. Do not trust him ever,” she repeated. “There

wil  be times when you want to trust him, but do not! And do not trust Bera either. I know she is

your father’s mother, but she wil  hate you for my blood, which also runs through your heart. 

One day that hatred wil  overcome her, Dil on, and she wil  strike out at you. She cannot face

the terrible truth that one son slew the other. While I had nothing to do with it, she has come to

blame me if she tel s you that the faerie world is evil and not to be countenanced. Treat her

with respect, my son, but put no faith in her words.” 

Noss had been listening. She could not help but overhear Lara’s words. “Your mother is right,” 

she told Dil on. “And she is very wise. Heed her.” 

“Where is Anoush?” Lara asked her old friend. 

“With Tearlach and Alroy,” Noss replied. “She fol ows them about. She stands between my

older sons in age. Dil on has little time for her, being older. You wil  see her at the evening

meal, Lara.” Noss’s voice had a slight edge to it, and her eyes were suddenly distressed. “Do

you plan to take your children back with you when you return to the Dominus?” she wondered

nervously. 

“I have told you before, Noss, that Vartan’s son and daughter are Fiacre, and wil  remain with

their clan family. Do you not think I am aware that after al  these months my daughter wil  not

remember me? That she thinks of you as her mother? I understand that. For now we wil  not

confuse her for she is very little, and would not comprehend. Let this not come between us, 

Noss. I value your friendship and your kindness to my children. They are safer with you than

they would be with me.” 

Noss’s eyes fil ed with tears. “Lara, forgive me! I adore Anoush, and dread ever losing her. 

Liam cannot, it seems, get a lass on me. I have three sons now,” she said with a weak smile. 

“Anoush is the only daughter I wil  ever have. I just know it.” 

“I know that,” Lara reassured her friend. “And how fortunate Anoush is to have a faerie woman

birth her, and a mortal raise her.” 

“She shows no signs of magic,” Noss said, “but Dil on does. For al  he resembles his father he

is first your son. In the old place creatures came to him easily, and so they do here. He and

Dasras have become good friends. He wil  miss him when you return to Terah and your

husband.” 

“Have you settled in here?” Lara asked Noss. 

“Oh yes,” Noss answered. “The land is much greener here, and the cattle have fattened wel  on

it this summer. The landscape is a little different, but it is pleasant. The spring was long, the

summer, too. The autumn has come quickly. I wonder about the winters here. Wil  they be

hard?” She shrugged. “We wil  endure whatever comes, for we are Fiacre. Our way of life

continues as it ever did.” 

“You are a woman who gossips at the wel , and listens, too,” Lara said. “Have you heard any

discord among the others in Camdene?” 

“Nay. The only smal  problem is Bera. I think the death of her sons unhinged her. She avoids us

al  and keeps Cam close. I want to feel sorry for her, for she was very good to me when we first

came to the old Outlands.” Noss shook her head. “But it is as if some inner voice were

warning me away. Liam does his familial duty toward her, but even my mother-in-law, Asta, 

Bera’s own sister, no longer speaks with her except when she must. Bera is wel  housed, 

clothed and fed. She is respected when she passes by, but no more than that.” 

“If something warns you from her, heed it,” Lara said. “Tel  me about Cam.” 

“Secretive,” Noss said. “And not very talkative.” 

“Does he sport with the other children?” Lara asked. 

“Sometimes, but not often. Bera hardly al ows him from her sight,” Noss responded. “She

attempts to make Dil on play with him, but Dil on says Cam is dark, and refuses to go, more

times than not. Bera has accused me of keeping the cousins apart.” 

“Heed your own instincts and my son’s where Cam is concerned,” Lara said. 

“I wil ,” Noss promised. 

The word had quickly spread that Lara was among the clan families again, and the clan lords

al  came to pay her their respects. They each wanted her to know that this new land into which

they had been settled suited them wel . Floren of the Blathma and Torin of the Gitta were

ecstatic in their praise of their new home’s fertility. 

“The grain!” both exclaimed with one voice. 

“And I have never had flowers like those I grew this year,” Floren declared. “I brought many

seedlings with me, and lost not a one! Thank you, Lara!” 

Roan of the Aghy spoke up. “My horses are healthier than they have ever been,” he told her. 

“And thanks to your Dasras I wil  have at least a dozen fine new foals next spring. I hope you

do not mind that he came visiting my mares,” Roan chuckled. 

Lara laughed. “I have yet to see Dasras, but nay, I do not mind,” she said. “I am pleased that

this new Outlands suits you al . Rendor’s flocks have the best wool they have grown in years. I

need only hear from the Piaras and the Tormod now. Have you been able to make

arrangements with the Mountain gnomes to open mines of your own?” she asked turning to the

two clan lords involved. 

“The Tormod have,” Imre said coming forward. “And I have brought two of the Mountain

gnomes with us as guests. Fulcrum is the chieftain of the Jewel Mountain gnomes. They have

the magic to open a hil side without doing any damage to the landscape. They have exposed

the entrances to three mines for us, and we have spent these past months digging out some of

the finest gemstones we have ever seen. We wil , with the gnomes’ aid, sel  our gems to the

Terahns.” 

“Wil  you not be taking their livelihood from them if you do?” Lara asked. 

“Nay. It is the gnomes who wil  deal with the Terahns as they always have, and they wil  keep a

percentage of our profit for doing so,” Imre explained. 

“But wil  you not drive down the price of the gems if you flood the market with what you have

mined, and what they have mined?” she inquired. 

Imre chuckled. “There speaks the Hetarian in you, Lara. Fulcrum and his gnomes are old. 

There are fewer of them now than there have ever been, and none has been born in several

hundred years. Many are not so eager to work now. But we are, and so they sel  to the

Terahns, and we share the profits. You wil  speak with Fulcrum yourself and see. It is a fine

partnership.” 

Lara nodded, and turned to Vanko of the Piaras. “And how have your people fared?” she

asked him. 

“We have made an agreement with the Ore gnomes that has us mining gold in their new

mines, for the old ones were worn out, while they mine the silver and copper. They continue to

sel  the product of our combined labors, and take a percentage of the profits for their trouble. 

They, too, are few in number now, and mining gold is difficult work. We are al  comfortable with

this arrangement.” 

“I am pleased to hear it, Vanko. How is your father?” Lara asked. 

“Eager to see you,” Vanko said with a smile. “You wil  come and take a cup of frine with us

later, I hope.” 

“I wil ,” she said returning his smile. 

Lara turned to meet the gaze of Accius, lord of the Devyn. “And how have your people fared?” 

she asked him. 

Accius smiled. “We wil  be writing and singing of our exodus from the old Outlands, and our

welcome to these new Outlands for years,” he told her. 

Content that the clan families had settled into what was now known as the new Outlands, Lara

returned to the Fiacre encampment to meet with Liam. There she found her former mother-inlaw with the boy, Cam. Bera, once her friend, now glared as she caught sight of Lara. She

bent and whispered to the lad at her side. 

“I greet you, Bera,” Lara said. 

“Why have you returned to the Outlands?” Bera wanted to know. “You wil  bring the Hetarian

hordes upon us, faerie woman. You are evil!” 

“There is no longer a danger from Hetar,” Lara said quietly. “You are in the new Outlands, and

Hetar is across a wide sea, Bera.” 

“Faerie lies!” the older woman snarled. 

“You kil ed my parents,” Cam suddenly said looking directly at Lara. 

“Your parents kil ed my husband,” Lara responded. “Revenge was my right according to the

laws of the Fiacre.” 

“You are not Fiacre,” the boy quickly replied. “You are faerie.” 

“When I married Vartan of the Fiacre I took his clan family to myself, to my heart. I was Fiacre

when I slew Vartan’s murderers. My children are Fiacre.” 

“Your spawn are half-breeds!” Bera screeched. 

“They are your grandchildren, old woman, but since you disparage them I wil  arrange for you

to no longer be bothered by them. I wil  not have you whispering your poisonous drivel into their

ears. The treachery of your spineless younger son against your noble eldest son has

disordered your wits. You are mad, Bera, and I am sorry for you, but you wil  not harm my

children in your dementia,” Lara told her. 

“It is my right to be here,” Bera said stubbornly. “My son is clan lord here. He wil  tel  you when

he comes, faerie witch.” 

Lara shook her head. “Vartan is dead,” she said quietly. 

“Did you kil  him?” Bera demanded to know. 

“No, Adon and Elin slew him in his hal ,” Lara replied. 

Bera looked suddenly confused, and by her side the boy, Cam, smiled at Lara. 

Then Sholeh, headwoman of the Fiacre vil age of Rivalen, and blood kin to Vartan’s family, 

was there. She nodded sympathetical y at Lara, and putting an arm about Bera led her off. 

Cam fol owed. He had taken but a few steps when he turned, and smiled once again at Lara. It

was a malevolent smile for so young a lad. Lara’s eyes locked onto Cam’s and held his gaze

until the boy was forced to turn away, the look upon his face one of awakening fear. 

“He is evil, isn’t he?” Dil on was by her side. 

“Yes,” Lara said, and put a protective arm about her son. “Come. Let us walk together, and you

wil  tel  me of your summer here in the new Outlands.” Together they strol ed from the tent, and

away from the great encampment out into the fields beyond. 

“Have you taken a new husband?” Dil on asked. 

“Aye, the Dominus of Terah. I am now cal ed the Domina,” Lara said. 

“Wil  you give him children?” Dil on wanted to know. 

“In time,” his mother answered. 

“Then you love him?” Vartan’s eyes looked up at her. 

“Yes, I do,” Lara replied quietly. “You wil  meet him soon. He wil  come to accept the yearly

tribute from the clan families before the Gathering comes to an end.” 

“Could we live with you, Mother?” Dil on wanted to know. 

“If you wished it, aye, but I have always thought to leave you with the Fiacre, for you are

Vartan’s only son, Dil on. One day you wil  be Lord of the Fiacre,” Lara told him. 

“Nay, I wil  not,” Dil on responded. “And I do not want to be, Mother. Tearlach wil  fol ow his

father, and it wil  be many years hence for Liam wil  live to be a very old man. I believe I have

your gifts, Mother, and I am not afraid.” 

Lara sighed. “If that is so, Dil on, then one day you must study with the Shadow Princes, for

your blood is more mortal than faerie. They can help you achieve what you need to accomplish

better than any.” Perhaps it is better that Vartan is gone, she thought, for he would have

wanted his eldest son to fol ow in his footprints and not mine. 

“I must protect the Fiacre against Cam,” Dil on said softly. 

“Cam is young yet as you are,” Lara remarked. “Now, tel  me of your summer, my son. We wil

have several days in which to discuss that which concerns you. Noss says you have learned to

ride Dasras properly now. I shal  ask him to choose another mount for you as I must take him

back to the castle when I go.” 

“It was a summer as any other,” Dil on said. “Dasras and I explored this land almost every day. 

There are wonderful wild creatures here, Mother.” 

“And your sister? Did you take her with you at al ?” Lara wanted to know. 

“Anoush is too young to ride before me,” the boy replied. “Besides al  she wants to do is fol ow

Noss about. She cal s Noss, Mama.” 

“I am grateful for Noss,” Lara said. 

“She is not our mother,” Dil on said loyal y. “You are!” 

“When Anoush is older she wil  understand,” Lara counseled him. “For now let Noss who loves

her be Mama. You know who I am, and for that I am glad. Always make certain your sister

knows who you are, Dil on.” 

“I miss you,” the boy said. 

“I miss you, and the simple life the Fiacre lead,” Lara admitted. “This destiny of mine is a great

burden, and Kaliq says I have not yet met the whole of it.” 

“I am here for you, Mother,” Dil on replied, and slipped his hand into hers. 

“Next summer if you like I wil  bring you to the castle, and you wil  view the great Sea of Sagitta, 

and I wil  teach you to sail as King Archeron taught me,” Lara promised him. 

“Wil  I like the Dominus?” Dil on wanted to know. 

“I hope you wil ,” his mother replied. “He is a good and wise man.” 

And that night Lara sought her husband out on the dream plane. 

“I have missed you,” he told her softly as they embraced. 

“The Gathering wil  be over in five more days,” Lara told him. “Wil  you let me bring you to join

with the clan families? It is the perfect time to accept their tribute, which they have brought with

them for you. They meant to give it to me, but you wil  honor and impress them if you receive it

yourself. They wil  feel safer and more welcome. Tomorrow I wil  take Dasras and ride out to

see how they have al  managed. I have spoken with the clan lords, and they say they are

content. The Piaras and Tormod have each made a satisfactory accommodation with the

Mountain gnomes. But I want you to join me. My son wishes to meet you,” she told him. 

“Does he?” Magnus Hauk sounded pleased. 

“He seems to have inherited my ways,” Lara said with a smile. 

“Your mother would be pleased, I think, that her grandson sports his faerie blood,” Magnus

Hauk said. “I should like to see the son you gave Vartan.” 

“Someday I shal  send him to Kaliq to be trained,” Lara said. 

“Do you think of your Shadow Prince?” he asked. 

She heard the jealousy in his tone. “Kaliq is my friend, Magnus, not my lover. If you are going to

be jealous of every man with whom I speak, what am I to do with you?” 

His dream shadow shimmered at her words. He was close to waking with his al  too mortal

emotions. 

“When can you join me?” she asked him, attempting to relieve the tension between them. 

“I wil  be ready in four days,” he said. “Sirvat is with child.” 

“How wonderful!” Lara exclaimed. She touched his cheek. “At sunrise in four days’ time go

into our own little garden, and I wil  transport you from there. Be aware it wil  be midmorning

here, my lord Dominus.” She brushed her lips against his. “Farewel , my love,” she told him. 

And then Lara awoke. Rol ing onto her back she looked up at the skies above. There was a

hint of dawn on the horizon, and she felt suddenly restless. She arose from her bedding, and

stretched herself. It had been a long while since she had slept out-of-doors, and she was

slightly stiff with the dampness. 

She walked to the meadow where the horses were grazing, and seeing her great golden

stal ion, Dasras, she went to his side. 

“Could you find no time for me yesterday?” Dasras said with a hint of rebuke in his deep

voice. “We have been apart for months now.” 

Lara put her arms about the horse’s neck, and rubbed her forehead against him. “I had to

speak with the clan lords and my son first,” she defended herself. “Roan tel s me you have

spent a rather pleasant summer amusing yourself among his mares. What does Sakira think

of your romping, old friend?” 

Dasras chuckled. “The Horselord does have a fine herd of pretty mares,” he admitted, “but you

should know that Sakira is also in foal. And she, knowing my stal ion’s nature, would never

deny me. Now let us walk for a ways, and you wil  tel  me your adventures in Hetar.” 

Anyone looking out into the field would have seen nothing unusual in Lara and the great animal

walking together. And when the sun had at last risen the woman leaped lightly upon the horse’s

back, her hand wrapped in his creamy mane, and together they gal oped off across the

greensward. When they had gone for some smal  distance Dasras unfolded his great wings, 

and rose up into the clear morning skies. As he flew Lara was able to view the land below. She

saw the vil ages of the Blathma and the Gitta. There were newly opened fields, most already

harvested, and prepared for the winter to come. 

harvested, and prepared for the winter to come. 

They flew on, and below Lara looked on the great herds of Aghy horses and Fiacre cattle. And

there were the three smal  vil ages of the Devyn set neatly in the bosom of several smal  hil s. It

was not necessary, Lara decided, to go farther. The Tormod and the Piaras were pleased with

their arrangements with the Mountain gnomes, and she had no doubt their vil ages were as

wel  settled as the other clan families. 

“Let us go back now,” she said to Dasras. 

“Do you not wish to see the sea creatures who populate the Obscura?” he asked her. “I hear

they are beautiful.” 

“Then let us satisfy your curiosity,” Lara agreed, and Dasras turned toward the sea that

bordered Rendor’s new lands. 

Beneath them the flocks of white sheep grazed contentedly, watched over by their shepherds

and dogs. Not everyone went to the Gathering. Soon the great animal was soaring out over

the sparkling turquoise waters, and before long they saw below them several of the creatures

Rendor had mentioned. They were elegant beasts with scales that glistened, long tails, and

fine heads with jeweled horns. Playing in the waves they appeared harmless. Scanning the

ocean beneath her she saw the desert of the Shadow Princes curving to the south. But toward

the north there was a darker land. It was not Hetar, for Hetar knew only one sea. Nor was it

Terah. Obscura was a sea hidden from both lands, known only to a few. 

“Return now,” she commanded Dasras, and he obeyed. 

Her fingers entwined within his mane, Lara wondered how large the ocean below them was. 

She was beginning to realize that there was much she did not know about the world in which

she dwel ed. From the vantage of her horse’s back Terah seemed to lie upon a globe shaped

body in the heavens. How was this possible? For the first time in many months she touched

the smal  crystal star that hung between her breasts. 

 Greetings, my child,  the dear and familiar voice murmured to her. 

 Ethne, the land below seems round, not flat, and yet when Dasras’s feet touch it again it will

 be flat. How is this possible? 

 The world upon which we dwell is indeed circular,  her guardian spirit replied.  Did you not

 know it?  Ethne sounded surprised. 

 How could I?  Lara demanded.  No one ever told me. 

 Well, now you know. There are many such worlds in the skies above, I have been told. 

 By whom?  Lara wanted to know. 

 It is simply one of the facts I seem to possess,  Ethne said.  The knowledge has always been

 there. 

 Would my mother know?  Lara queried. 

 I cannot say. But it does not matter, for your destiny is on this world, Lara.  Ethne’s flame

twinkled up at her. 

Reaching the place of the Gathering once again, Dasras folded his wings and gal oped

across the field before final y coming to a stop. For a long moment Lara remained upon his

back, but then she slipped down, gave the great stal ion a pat and walked away toward the

Fiacre encampment, where she found Noss already bustling about. Noss, however, knew

better than to ask Lara where she had been. If her friend wanted to discuss that she would. If

she didn’t, she wouldn’t. 

“Come and help me,” Noss cal ed. “You surely haven’t forgotten how to cook.” 

Lara laughed. “Nay, and I do remember how the clan families love to eat at the Gathering.” 

She set to work peeling the dried brown skins from a bowl of onions. 

For the next few days it was as if she had never departed the Fiacre, and she was one of them

again. Only the pitiful shade of Vartan’s mother gave her cause for sadness. She hardly saw

the boy Cam. He seemed to have disappeared altogether. Although she felt guilty for the

thought, Lara wished she had slain the child with his parents. She could already see the

wickedness in him, and it would only grow as Cam grew. 

She prepared the clan lords for Magnus Hauk’s arrival, and on the fourth morning she

gathered them together within the ring of stone monoliths, transporting him into their midst with

a short incantation. He appeared before them, standing next to Lara, his burnished golden

hair shining in the sunlight. He was garbed in a long deep purple tunic edged with silver, black

leather boots, and on his head he wore a circlet of silver-and-gold studded with sparkling

gemstones. 

“I greet you, my lords,” he said, the deep booming tones of his voice as impressive as his

appearance. His bow encompassed them al . 

Rendor stepped forward, and knelt before Magnus Hauk. “In the name of the clan families, I

welcome our Dominus to the Gathering. With your permission we would present the yearly

tribute agreed upon.” 

“And then I hope you wil  invite me to partake in your festivities,” the Dominus said graciously. 

“Rise, Rendor of the Felan, and let the other Outlands lords come forward so I may personal y

greet each one as wel .” 

Rendor stood, bowed and then signaled the others forward. Torin of the Gitta came first, 

bringing with him a large flat basket of decorated breads, each shaped differently, and made

from the first grains grown by his clan family in the new Outlands. 

“How beautiful y fashioned your loaves are, Lord Torin. I thank you.” The Dominus nodded his

head. 

Floren of the Blathma stepped before the Dominus. He, too, carried a basket but in it, nestled

among a bed of moss, were several large tubers. At Magnus Hauk’s questioning look he said, 

“Planted in your gardens, my lord Dominus, these wil  grow into the finest lilies you have ever

seen. Their scent is exquisite.” 

“I am particularly fond of lilies,” was the reply. 

Vanko, representing the Piaras, stepped up, and offered Magnus Hauk a beautiful y fashioned

smal  black box. He opened it to display a large gold nugget. “The first we mined, my lord

Dominus,” he explained. 

“Magnificent!” Magnus Hauk said enthusiastical y. “I have never seen better.” 

“So said our gnome partners,” Vanko said. Then he moved aside to al ow Imre of the Tormod

his turn. 

The clan lord of the Tormod spil ed a smal  bag of multicolored gemstones into the Dominus’s

hand. “They are cal ed Transmutes, my lord. Once set within gold or silver they change color

with the wearer’s mood. We discovered them this summer, and Fulcrum, who is the chieftain

of the Jewel gnomes, said he had heard once of stones such as these, but never before had

they been mined in the Emerald Mountains.” 

“Thank you,” Magnus Hauk said. “It would seem that in bringing you al  to Terah I have done us

both a favor.” 

“Your Transmutes wil  cause a sensation in Hetar,” Lara said with a smile. 

Liam of the Fiacre now came, bringing with him two pairs of beautiful leather boots, and vests. 

He bowed. “I have had these made for you, my lord, and for Lara.” 

Together the Dominus and Domina examined the leather goods. 

Lara looked up at Liam. “They are wonderful, my lord,” she told him. 

“Yes,” Magnus Hauk agreed. “Your leathersmiths do fine work, my lord.” 

Accius of the Devyn bards now came forward. “We are the clan family whose treasure is

always with us, my lord Dominus. We are the poets and singers. Tonight around the great fire

we wil  sing for you the song we have composed in your honor. It tel s of your great generosity

in giving us this new land, and of our journey here.” 

Accius bowed low. 

“I shal  look forward to hearing your saga, my lord,” the Dominus said. 

Roan of the Aghy was next to present himself to Magnus Hauk. “In the spring,” he said, “you

shal  have three foals sired by the great Dasras,” he told him. “And you wil , I hope, my lord

Dominus, come to choose them yourself.” 

“I do not have to, my lord,” Magnus Hauk said, “for I trust you to do it. And the fol owing spring

when they are yearlings, I shal  take them into my stables.” 

Roan of the Aghy nodded. “I had heard it said, my lord, that you were wise,” he murmured. 

“The truth has exceeded my expectations.” He bowed low, and turning moved away from

where Lara and her husband stood. 

“Wel  done, my lord,” Lara told Magnus Hauk softly. 

And final y Rendor stepped up to present the Dominus with several fine sheepskin rugs. “’Tis

smal  thanks for your overwhelming kindness to us, my lord,” he said bowing to their new

overlord. 

“The land was here as if waiting for you and your clan families,” Magnus Hauk replied with a

smal  smile. Gently dismissed, Rendor stepped back, and the Dominus’s glance swept the

stone circle. “And now, my lords, are we ready to celebrate?” 

They shouted their approval as he led them back into the great encampment of the Gathering. 

“You have put them very much at their ease,” Lara told her husband. “Thank you.” She kissed

his cheek. 

“I want to meet your son,” he told her. 

Knowing that Dil on was nearby Lara looked for him, and waved the boy over to join them. 

“This is the Dominus of Terah, Dil on,” she said. “My lord, this is the son I gave Vartan of the

Fiacre.” 

Dil on held out his smal  hand, and taking it Magnus Hauk was surprised by the strength he

found in the boy’s grasp. “I greet you, my lord Dominus.” 

“I greet you, Dil on, son of Vartan,” the Dominus said. And then he smiled down at the boy. 

“Aye, I can see it in your eyes, lad. We wil  be friends.” 

“Indeed we wil , my lord, for we love the same woman,” Dil on responded. 

The Dominus laughed heartily at the boy’s words. “You are clever like your mother,” he told

Dil on. “One day if your people do not need you I wil  find a place for you myself in Terah.” 

“And I wil  come when you cal ,” was the strangely adult reply. 

Deep blue eyes met turquoise ones, and Magnus Hauk had the oddest sensation that one day

Dil on, son of Vartan, would indeed be of help to him. 
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THEY REMAINED in the new Outlands until the Gathering had concluded. Magnus Hauk realized

over the next few days, as he grew to know the clan families, that he had been right to heed his

wife’s plea and bring them to Terah. In time, of course, the clan families and those Terahn born

on the other side of the Emerald Mountains would come to know one another. If their coming

together were careful y managed there should be no difficulty. 

But Lara cautioned patience. “First we must see what Hetar does,” she said. 

“Why wil  they do anything?” the Dominus said. “They are across the sea.” 

“Gaius Prospero is already wondering where Terah is. He has forced that information from

Arcas, who betrayed his own people to save his miserable life. Arcas has always been a bul y

and a coward. And once the emperor learns that it is not the people of the Coastal Kingdom

who produce the luxury goods Hetar loves so dearly, we are in danger, Magnus. Even King

Archeron wil  not be able to stem the tide of Gaius Prospero’s greed and ambition. I was

foolish to take you to Hetar.” 

“From what I saw of this emperor he is a careful man, Lara,” Magnus said. “By emptying the

old Outlands of everything, and sealing up the mines, al  he thought to gain is gone. There

were no easy pickings for Hetar. No new supply of slaves. Gaius Prospero wil  have to spend

some of his own il -gotten gains to keep the peace and resettle the old Outlands. He wil  be

too busy maintaining his own position to be bothered with us.” 

“Perhaps in the short term, but not the long,” Lara answered. “Terah must begin to build an

army so that when the time comes we can protect ourselves, and our lands.” 

“An army?” he exclaimed. “We have never had an army. We have never needed one. If I tel  our

people we need one now I wil  frighten them.” 

“Better they be frightened now when we are safe, and can overcome that fear while we raise a

force to protect us in the future from any foreign incursion into Terah,” Lara responded. 

“Magnus, it is not just Hetar. The day I came to the new Outlands Dasras and I went for a ride. 

He wanted me to see the sea creatures in the Obscura, and I did. But I saw something else as

wel . The desert of the Shadow Princes lies across the sea, and curves around the water to

the south. But to the north is yet another land. It is neither Terah nor Hetar. As Hetar knew

nothing of us, there is a land of which neither of us has any knowledge. We are vulnerable from

at least two sides. 

“Because Terah has never been approached by foreigners does not mean we wil  not be in the

future. The land I saw looked dark, Magnus. The sorcerer Usi represented true evil, my

husband. From where did he learn that evil? Indeed, from where did Usi originate? The magic

that grows within me can only protect Terah to a smal  extent. Terah must learn to protect itself

in future. Cal  the headmen from the fjord vil ages to our castle, and tel  them what we know. 

Then tel  them we must raise a military force, and sustain it at their expense for the day when

Hetar, or the lords of the dark land, wil  come upon us for wickedness’ sake,” Lara pleaded. 

“I must think on it,” he told her. 

Lara bowed her head with acceptance of his words. Once again she was surprised by the

nature of men. Her counsel was good, but he would not take it immediately. He would consider

it, and then he would argue the point with her once or twice. Then if she were clever, and could

manage to keep from shrieking at him for being so stubborn, he would take her advice, and

make it his own. What was the matter with men that they could not accept a woman’s word in

serious matters such as this? Her hand went to the crystal star between her breasts.  Is there

 time?  she asked Ethne. 

 There is some,  Ethne replied. 

“It is good to be home,” the Dominus said. 

“Aye, it is,” Lara agreed. They had ridden Dasras together over the plain, and then the

mountains, leaving when the great torch of the Gathering had been extinguished that last

morning. She had bid Dil on farewel , hugging her son to her chest, forcing back the tears that

threatened to overwhelm her. Noss had brought Anoush to say goodbye, but Anoush was at

that age when she was shy of strangers. She hid her smal  heart-shaped face in Noss’s sturdy

shoulder. “Take care of them,” Lara said quietly, her hand caressing Anoush’s hair. 

“I wil ,” Noss promised. “Lara, if I should need you…” her voice ceased, but her eyes begged. 

“Cal  my name,” Lara told her. “I wil  hear you, Noss.” 

The Dominus had, along with his wife, bid farewel  to each of the clan lords. Roan of the Aghy, 

however, had made him jealous as Kaliq did, by flirting with Lara as he always did, a final

time. Magnus Hauk glowered darkly at the horse lord who pretended not even to notice. 

“Take care of your stal ion,” Roan said as they mounted Dasras. 

“Which one?” Lara teased back, and Dasras chortled. 

Roan just grinned at her, and then with a wave turned to join his own people. 

As Dasras gal oped off, and then soared into the skies above the new Outlands Magnus Hauk

seethed angrily. 

“I am surprised Vartan did not slay him,” the Dominus said. “Or has he only begun flirting with

you of late?” 

“He has always done so,” Lara said calmly. “When Vartan died I think he hoped to convince

me to be his wife. Roan is amusing, Magnus, and nothing more.” 

“Doesn’t he have a wife of his own? A man that age should have a wife,” the Dominus said

irritably. So Roan had wanted Lara for his own? Bastard! 

“He has several wives,” Lara informed her spouse. “Like a stal ion no one mare can satisfy

him,” she said with a chuckle. 

“And he wanted you, as wel ?” Magnus Hauk was outraged. 

“Stal ions always long for the prettiest mares, is that not so, Dasras?” 

“Indeed, Mistress, it is,” the big horse replied. 

The Dominus was struck silent, and remained so for some time. Final y they reached the

castle on the fjord known as the Dominus’s Fjord. Dasras’s hooves touched down in his

stableyard, and Jason, his personal groom, ran forth. 

“Welcome home, my lord Dominus, my lady Domina. Welcome home, Dasras!” Jason

greeted them, taking the stal ion’s bridle. 

Magnus Hauk leaped from the horse’s back, and lifted his wife down. “Thank you, Jason. See

Dasras is wel  taken care of, if you wil .” 

“He would tel  me if I didn’t take care of him properly,” Jason said with a grin. 

“Harumpp!” the stal ion responded as the boy led him off. 

Lara was eager for a bath and said so as they walked to their apartments. “Bathing is not an

option at the Gathering,” she observed with a smile. “I have become used to this more civilized

way of living.” 

“I have been thinking about what you said,” he told her. 

“About what?” Lara pretended it hadn’t been on her mind at al . 

“A military force for Terah. We cannot wait until Hetar pays us a visit now, can we? Better to be

ready. And I am curious about this dark land you saw to the north. Do you think it is inhabited?” 

“Probably, but it is best we not investigate it, Magnus. We do not wish to attract attention. If Usi

gained his powers from whoever is there we are better off avoiding the dark land for now. In

time I wil  investigate that place.” 

“If you wish to remain unknown you are better served not riding that great golden stal ion with

his flapping white wings into the region,” the Dominus said. 

“Ahh, husband, there is stil  much you have to learn about me,” Lara told him. 

“What?” he demanded to know. 

“In time, Magnus,” she promised him. 

“Why not now?” he asked her. They stood at the entrance to their apartments. 

“You are not ready,” she answered simply. She stepped into the entry chamber, and greeted

the serving woman who came forth smiling her welcome. “Ahh, Mila, your Domina wishes a

bath.” Turning she kissed her husband lightly on his lips. “Do you want a bath, Magnus?” she

purred at him, and her hand caressed his face. 

Al  other thoughts fled him as she had anticipated. They had not been together as man and

wife in several weeks now, and he was hungry for her. “Wil  you give me a child, my faerie

wife?” he asked her, his arm wrapped about her waist. 

“Have I not promised you that I wil  in time?” she answered him. 

“That is not an answer,” he told her quietly. 

“It is al  the answer I can give you, Magnus. There are for now matters of greater importance to

Terah than a child,” Lara said. 

“An heir of my body and blood is paramount to Terah. You are a good mother, Lara. I saw you

with your children, Dil on in particular, but even the shy little Anoush who knows not who you

are. Your love for that wee girly surmounts your own need for your daughter, my faerie love. 

Your sacrifice is magnificent,” he told her. 

“Because of my destiny I have deserted my daughter even as my own mother deserted me, 

Magnus. My sacrifice is a selfish one for al  the nobility of my destiny,” Lara said bitterly. “I was

happy with Vartan, with our children. And then with his murder, my destiny cal ed once again. I

wil  always wonder if I had not stayed with him, let him make me his wife, if he might not be

alive today. He was a great leader of his people, and they needed him. I am happier with you, 

my love, than I have ever been. But when my destiny cal s again and I must leave you behind, I

do not want to leave another child as wel . There are perilous times coming, Magnus. I sense

it.” 

“Vartan’s destiny was to be your mate for a time, to father Dil on who is a unique boy, and

Anoush, and final y to die as he did,” the Dominus replied. “But I am your soul mate, your life

mate, Lara, my faerie wife. If there are perilous times coming we wil  face them together, 

surmount them together. This I promise you. Now go and have your bath. I wil  join you shortly.” 

Then he turned and left her while he hurried off to find Corrado. 

Reaching the apartments where his sister resided with her husband he was greeted most

effusively by Sirvat, who was beginning to show her bel y. 

“You are home!” Sirvat flung her arms about his neck, and kissed her brother. 

Magnus Hauk laughed. “Aye, and it was a grand adventure. These clan family folk are good

people, little sister. I like them, except perhaps for the lord of the Aghy who enjoys flirting with

Lara, and has several wives nonetheless.” 

Sirvat laughed. “Is he handsome?” she asked. “You would be jealous of an ugly man, Brother.” 

Sirvat had been final y told of the clan families, and was fascinated. 

The Dominus nodded. “Red hair, muscles and flashing black eyes,” he said. 

“Ohh, sounds fascinating,” Sirvat cooed. 

“Where is your husband?” he asked her. 

“With his father and brother preparing for a voyage. As soon as he heard you were back he

hurried to Ing’s chandlery to begin provisioning his vessel. He wants to do one voyage before

the Icy season sets in again,” Sirvat said. 

“Then I wil  go and find him,” the Dominus responded. He kissed her forehead. “Keep wel , 

Sirvat. Lara wil  probably come and see you tomorrow, and tel  you al .” 

“Why are you so anxious to see Corrado?” Sirvat wanted to know. 

“Because then he wil  not come banging at my apartment doors this evening when I am

making love to my wife. We have not been together in weeks, Sirvat, and I do not want my

longed for pleasures being interrupted by Corrado,” the Dominus told his sister. 

His explanation made sense to Sirvat, and she asked nothing further of him as he departed

her apartments. And it was the truth, Magnus Hauk thought. Perhaps not al  the truth, but then

Sirvat had asked nothing more than why he chose to see Corrado. The Dominus grinned to

himself as he stepped onto the platform that would take him to the fjord. “Fjordside!” he

snapped to the unseen giant who operated the platform, standing quietly as he was lowered

down the platform shaft. When his brief journey came to a halt he stepped off the wooden

platform, but he did not go out onto the docks. Instead he turned left into a corridor lit by round

glass lamps fil ed with firebugs. These creatures spent their entire life-span within their home

globes. They lived, died and mated within the confines of the glass. There were shops located

along the corridor. Magnus Hauk nodded to the other Terahns shopping who bowed as he

passed. Reaching the establishment belonging to Ing, the chandler, the Dominus stepped

inside. 

Corrado and his brother smiled as they saw who their visitor was. 

“My lord Dominus, welcome back!” Corrado said. 

“My sister tel s me you plan a season’s end voyage,” the Dominus replied. 

“With your permission, of course, my lord Dominus,” Corrado quickly answered. 

“How long wil  it take you?” Magnus Hauk wanted to know. 

“Eight days if the weather holds,” Corrado replied. 

“Wil  it hold?” the Dominus asked. 

“At this time of year, aye. Four times yearly, at the changing of the seasons, Sagitta has

perfect weather with no storms, my lord Dominus. This period lasts approximately ten days. It

has just begun,” Corrado explained. 

“Can you go today?” his lord wanted to know. 

Corrado looked to his brother, Ing. “Can I?” 

Ing, a man of few words nodded to the Dominus. 

“Go then,” Magnus Hauk said. “Today. Return quickly. Pick up any gossip you can from the

Coastal Kings. Report to me immediately upon your return, no matter the hour of the day or

night.” 

“My lord,” Corrado said slowly, then turned to his brother, “leave us, Ing.” 

Ing said nothing, but disappeared into the back of his shop. 

“I am preparing a new venture,” the Dominus said, “and I am going to need your counsel, 

Corrado. I want my plans in place before the Icy season begins. That is al  I choose to say to

you for now.” 

“I trust you, my lord Dominus,” his captain of captains replied. “My ship and my crew are

waiting. Tel  Sirvat I wil  see her in a few days.” He bowed. 

“Send Ing to her with that message,” Magnus Hauk said. “I have not been with Lara in weeks

now. I am going to join her in her bath, Corrado. Travel in safety.” Then turning the Dominus left

his brother-in-law in the middle of the chandlery. 

When he had gone Ing stepped from the back room where he has been waiting. “What was

that about?” he asked his younger brother. 

Corrado shrugged. “If I knew I could not tel  you, my brother, but I do not know. Is my ship ready

to depart? The crew aboard?” 

Ing nodded. “Al  is in readiness,” he said. 

“Go to Sirvat, and tel  her I have, at the Dominus’s request, departed. I wil  see her in a few

days. Take Father with you. She enjoys his company. Says it shows her what I wil  be like when

I am an old man,” Corrado chuckled. 

Ing barked one of his few laughs. “A romantic girl, your wife,” he said. Then he and Corrado

clasped hands. “Travel in safety,” he told his sibling. 

“It wil  be the wil  of the Great Creator that I do,” Corrado answered, and then was gone from

the smal  shop. 

It was almost day’s end Ing saw looking out through the single dusty window his chandlery

possessed onto the fjord. Corrado was fortunate in that he would catch the late tide, which

would sweep him quickly out to sea. The winds this time of year were perfect. They were

neither too soft, nor too hard. He watched his younger brother board his vessel; the gangway

drawn up; the sails hoisted; the ship slipped out into the Dominus’s fjord, its square sails

catching the breeze as it moved graceful y toward Sagitta. Ing closed up his shop and went to

fetch his father, Dima. Together the two men made their way to the apartments of Corrado and

Sirvat. 

She welcomed them warmly. “Stay and have the evening meal with us. Corrado wil

undoubtedly be here shortly after he has checked the other woman in his life to be certain she

is ready to travel again.” 

Dima chuckled appreciatively, for he yet recal ed what it was to be the captain of captains for

a Dominus of Terah. 

“My brother has already embarked,” Ing said apologetical y. “There was no time for him to bid

you farewel . He asked that I come and tel  you.” 

“My brother found him,” Sirvat said resigned. Then she went to the window, and looked down

on the fjord where she could just make out the lavender sails of her husband’s ship as it

rounded the bend in the waterway that opened into the sea. “What did Magnus say to him that

sent him scurrying without even a farewel  to me?” 

Ing shook his head. “I do not know, my lady Sirvat. I was not privy to their conversation. I’m

sorry. But he did say to tel  you he would be back in just a few days. It is an ordinary voyage, for

al  I provisioned his ship for was the usual trading journey. That much I can tel  you.” 

“I wil  speak to my brother on the morrow,” Sirvat said. “I would stil  appreciate your company

for the meal.” She smiled at her father-in-law. “We are having prawns, Dima, and I know how

you love prawns. Especial y the large ones that come from the Ocean Fjord. My cook bought

them just this morning right off the boat that caught them.” 

The old man smiled broadly. “You know how to please a sailor’s palate, Sirvat,” he told her

nodding. “You have mustard sauce, too, I am certain.” 

Yes, she considered, Corrado would look like this handsome old man one day. And he would

not go to sea much longer if she had her way. She would have to speak to Magnus, Sirvat

thought, and smiled back at Dima. But her smile came from the knowledge that even now her

brother and his wife were taking pleasures with one another, and would create a child to be

the playmate of the baby now growing in her own womb. Siruat’s hands went instinctively to

her bel y. 

BUT LARA was stil  not certain of what she wanted to do. The future was too murky. What if she

were cal ed by her damned destiny from Terah? Could she ignore her destiny? What would

happen if she did? It was al  very wel  and good for Kaliq, her mother and the others in the

magic realm to prattle on about her destiny. What was that destiny, and was it to elude her

forever? She had loved Vartan, and if the rest of her life had been spent in the old Outlands

with him and their children, she could have been satisfied with that life. 

But what, her sensible self asked, would have happened if Vartan had survived his

assassination? What would they have done when Hetar invaded the Outlands? Could they

have overcome the greater forces of Gaius Prospero’s armies? She did not think so, and so

many would have been kil ed. Vartan’s death had indeed been a part of her destiny, much as

she hated to admit it. His death had sent her on her way again. To Terah. Into Magnus Hauk’s

arms, but on her own terms. As the wife of the Dominus she had been able to save the clan

families from Gaius Prospero’s greedy machinations. Vartan would have approved. The

emperor would be busy for some time to come bringing civilization to the old Outlands. But

how long would that keep him from Terah? 

They should not have gone to the City she thought for probably the hundredth time. She should

not have given in to Magnus’s wishes. The emperor’s curiosity had been quickly engaged by

the knowledge there was another land beyond Hetar’s borders. 

And the dark land to the north? Lara knew she needed to know more about it, but there she

sensed that she yet had time enough. She must speak with the High Priest Arik and learn what

he knew of Usi before she considered her move in that direction. Magnus must not know, for

the interim, that she could shape-shift. Did he real y think her so naive as to ride her winged

stal ion over the dark land? But then he knew naught of the owl’s shape she could take. The

eagle had been Vartan’s symbol. He, too, was capable of shape-shifting. They had both taken

a bird’s form once, and flown together to seek Kaliq’s advice. She smiled with the memory. 

“What are you thinking of?” Magnus asked her as he joined her in the soaking pool. Like his

wife he had already washed and rinsed himself in another part of the bath. 

“Of how good it was to see my children,” she lied to him, and yet it was not a lie. But then Lara

quickly realized her error in bringing up the subject of her children. 

“I am glad the thought of children makes you smile,” he responded quietly. “It would please me

more if it was the thought of our children, however.” His big hand cupped the back of her head, 

and he pul ed her into his embrace for a kiss. 

He thought to seduce her, Lara knew, but it must be she who seduced him away from these

thoughts. Her lips softened beneath his, the tip of her tongue slipping out to encircle his mouth

delicately. Turquoise eyes met green, and each felt an explosion of lust as their gazes locked. 

“Magnus!” she said his name breathlessly. Great Creator, she was going to give into him. But

she couldn’t! It wasn’t time yet. 

Magnus Hauk smiled a slow smile, and he kissed her again. A sweet, lingering kiss first, and

then a more demanding kiss. His mouth was hard and fierce on hers for several long

moments. Then taking her face between his two hands his lips traveled from her mouth to her

eyelids, her cheeks. “I love you, Lara, my faerie wife,” he told her in a low voice. “I can no

longer imagine life without you.” His gaze encompassed her beautiful face, and Lara saw the

simple truth of his words in her husband’s look. 

She slipped her slender arms about his neck. “I love you, too,” she told him. “I did not believe I

would love again after Vartan’s death, Magnus. It is difficult for faerie women to love at al , but I

have mortal blood, too, and I suppose where love is concerned I am weak.” Lara sighed softly. 

“When you look at me as you are looking now I find my knees grow weak, the fire within me

burns hot, and there is little I would deny you. But I don’t want to make love in the water tonight. 

I want to be in our bedchamber.” She took his hand and they stepped up from the bathing pool. 

Taking a large towel from the pile upon a bench she began to dry his magnificent body off. 

Kneeling she rubbed each of his long legs free of water both front and back. She took each of

his two feet, pushing the toweling in between the toes. She dried his hard buttocks. Then Lara

stood, and taking another towel rubbed it across his back, his shoulders and his chest. She

dried his bel y, and gently patted his genitalia free of moisture. He was already hard with her

delicate touch. His burnished gold hair was half-dry, and so she gave it but a cursory rub of the

towel. 

The Dominus now took up a fresh towel, and lifting her onto the marble bench holding the

drying cloths began to dry Lara’s lush body. His fingers seemed inclined to stray from the

fabric, brushing down the insides of her thighs, along the shadowed indentation separating her

buttocks, across her nipples which puckered in response. He pushed the towel between her

thighs, and suddenly two of his fingers were burying themselves deep inside of her, 

deliberately taunting her. 

“Magnus!” Her voice was tight. 

“You are ready, my love, and there is no time left for niceties,” he told her, withdrawing the

wicked digits and laying her down upon the bench. “We wil  attend to them afterwards.” 

Towering over her he sucked upon the two fingers, a look of bliss lighting his face. Then sitting

between her legs he pul ed them up and over his shoulders, entering her body in a single

smooth stroke. 

Lara’s eyes closed of their own volition. She felt him within her, hot and throbbing as he forced

the wal s of her love sheath to expand to accommodate his incredible denseness. Every fiber

of her being was attuned to him. The tip of her tongue moistened her lips. And then he began

to move in her, grinding himself into her body, slowly, slowly, withdrawing only to thrust back in

again. He was deeper inside her than he had ever been, and she trembled with the pleasure

that was starting to overcome her. “Magnus!” she gasped. Her head spun with the exquisite

sensations that were overwhelming her. “Oh, the Creator, I do love you, my darling!” 

He was almost insensible with the wildness and passion overwhelming him as he ploughed

her deeply. His rod burned. It was swol en to the bursting point, and yet he was not ready. 

Immersed as far within her as he could go, he leaned back slightly, and with the tip of a single

finger began to skil ful y rub the little jewel so cunningly set between her moist nether lips. The

nub, already swol en to twice its size, quivered beneath his touch. Lara began to moan, her

body bucking as she struggled to reach her bliss. “Just a minute more, my love,” he murmured, 

and then they took their pleasure together, their bodies trembling as their love juices erupted

and mingled together. A last shudder and he gathered her into his embrace, whispering words

of eternal love and devotion to this faerie woman who was his adored wife. 

They sat clinging to each other for some minutes. His manhood was stil  buried within her, but

quiet for now until they were strong enough to make love again. Reluctantly he final y withdrew

from her, and taking her hand they stood up. He led them to a basin set within the marble wal s

of the bath, and taking up a sea sponge bathed Lara’s sex even as she bathed his. They did

not speak. What had just transpired between them was beyond speech. 

Together they left the bath and walked naked through the short hal  between it and their

bedchamber. There they fel  into bed exhausted, and slept for several hours until they awoke to

make love again. And they remained within their apartments for the next few days indulging

their passions for one another. Magnus Hauk was not needed. There was peace in his lands, 

unless, of course, you counted Sirvat, who wanted to know why her husband had been sent so

precipitously to sea. 

“You have to speak to her,” Lara told her husband after four days had passed. “You don’t want

to upset a woman who is with child.” 

“Very wel ,” he agreed. “Tel  Mila to go and fetch my sister. I wil  get dressed.” 

Sirvat came immediately, and looking at Lara said, “Have you done anything except take

pleasures these past few days? Have you eaten? You look exhausted.” 

“Your brother’s passions have been al  consuming,” Lara responded with a smile. “I like your

bel y. Being with child suits you, Sirvat. You have never looked lovelier.” 

Sirvat colored, pleased with the compliment. “I am going to have a boy,” she said. “I just know

it!” 

“You wil  have what the Great Creator wil s you to have,” her brother said entering the sunny

day room. “What do you want, Sirvat? I have been very busy since my return from the new

Outlands.” Magnus Hauk attempted to look stern. 

“You have been busy taking pleasures with your wife, Brother, and I know it. Why did you send

Corrado away, and when wil  he return?” 

“I did not send him away. But since he was planning to go I asked him to go immediately. He

should be back in another three or four days, Sirvat. I have great plans for Terah, and I am

going to need your husband’s good counsel.” 

“It could not wait long enough for Corrado to bid me farewel ?” Sirvat sniffed. 

“No,” Magnus Hauk said bluntly, “it could not. I won’t discuss it with you, little sister. When

Corrado returns you wil  know what it is I am doing. And do not attempt to wheedle Lara into

tel ing you, for she wil  not.” 

“I don’t want Corrado going to sea any longer like a common captain,” Sirvat said. “He is your

captain of captains, Magnus, and should remain ashore to guide the other captains. Besides, 

he is to be a father. I don’t want him several days away from me when I birth his son next year.” 

“I wil  not tel  Corrado he cannot go to sea, Sirvat. If that is what you desire of him then you

must speak with him yourself. You are a woman grown now,” the Dominus said impatiently. 

“Do you love Corrado, Sirvat?” Lara asked her friend. 

“Aye, I do!” Sirvat cried. 

“You love the man he is?” Lara persisted. 

“Aye!” Sirvat repeated. 

“Then why do you seek to change him?” Lara said quietly. “You married a man who captains a

ship. A man who guides and oversees al  of Terah’s captains. This is who and what Corrado

is, Sirvat. If you truly love him, then you must accept this.” 

A tear slipped down Sirvat’s cheek. “But I miss him when he is away!” she sobbed piteously. 

“Of course you do, but the tears you now shed are the tears every woman with child sheds

over the least little thing. It wil  pass, Sister,” Lara promised. “Why don’t you go to the stables, 

and visit with Dasras? He always enjoys your company, and it wil  help pass the time for you. 

Corrado wil  be home shortly.” 

When Sirvat had departed Magnus Hauk said to his wife, “You are wise, Domina. You

comforted Sirvat nicely. Had I been alone I might have shouted at her.” 

“Women carrying the unborn in their bel ies have a tendency to become very emotional, 

Magnus. One day I wil , and you had best not shout at me,” Lara warned him. 

He chuckled. She pleased him. Everything about her pleased him. He had never loved any

woman as he loved his faerie wife. “If I shouted at you,” he said, “you would only shout back at

me, Lara. I thank you for taking Sirvat’s woes upon yourself and freeing me from them. But she

had best speak to Corrado when he returns.” 

Three nights later the Dominus was awakened from his slumber when Corrado returned, and

came immediately to speak with him as he had been instructed. 

“We caught a fresh breeze and got into the fjord before the tide turned,” he told his overlord. “I

bring you a letter from King Archeron, my lord Dominus.” He handed the rol ed parchment to

Magnus Hauk. “Good evening, my lady Domina,” he greeted Lara who wrapping a robe about

her had joined the two men. 

“You saw Archeron?” she asked. 

Corrado shook his head. “Nay. The Hetarian Coastal King we met carried the missive to be

given to me and then to the Dominus.” 

Magnus Hauk had broken the seal on the message, and unrol ed it. When he had finished

reading it he handled it to Lara to read. “Your wife has missed you. Go and be with her,” he

told his brother-in-law. “Come and see me in the morning two hours before the noon day, 

Corrado. I wil  tel  you what is in the letter then.” 

Lara’s eyes quickly scanned the letter from King Archeron. Arcas, as she had known he would, 

had betrayed the Coastal Kings. Gaius Prospero was now aware that the luxury goods Hetar

so craved did not come from them but from Terah. The emperor had turned the Coastal

Kingdom into a province. Archeron, however, had been chosen by the emperor to be its

governor.  My son thought to have this position,  Archeron wrote,  but Gaius Prospero is wise

 enough to know he cannot trust the man who betrayed us into his greedy hands. But he

 trusts me for two reasons. The first is that I have never locked horns with him, and the

 second is that Arcas tried to murder me. Lara smiled. She could almost hear King Archeron

chortling. The Coastal King went on to write that Hetar had now taken over the province’s

beautiful empty lands, and was settling people on them. 

As for the Outlands, they had not proved as profitable as Gaius Prospero had promised they

would be. The Hetarians transported there for the purpose of settlement were having difficulty

erecting their vil ages and shelters before the winter set in. There wasn’t enough livestock or

poultry to stock the new farms. There wasn’t enough lumber for the buildings, or even food to

eat. The settlers were being forced to send two-thirds of what the newly opened fields

produced to the City. What remained had to feed the settlers in the Outlands, and little was

being stored for winter. It was an unfortunate situation. 

Now the Forest Lords were demanding control over the forests of the Purple Mountains, and

Squire Darah of the Midlands, now its governor, was insisting that the farmlands of the

Outlands should real y be under his control. The Shadow Princes had withdrawn from the High

Council, and warned the emperor that any incursion into their lands would result in disaster for

Hetar.  But Gaius Prospero has no idea the riches the desert kingdom holds, and so is

 content to ignore what he considers a wasteland,  Archeron wrote. 

 The mines he has opened have yielded next to nothing. Those poor in the City without

 means or important friends are being swept up into slavery to make up for the clan families

 who disappeared from the Outlands before the invasion. I don’t suppose Lara would know

 anything about that? Be warned,  Archeron went on,  that Gaius Prospero is growing

 desperate, and probably dangerous. Arcas has told him what little we know of Terah, and it

 is indeed possible that despite the situation in Hetar, which is spiraling out of control, the

 emperor may attempt to send someone to Terah to investigate your riches. I have warned

 you not because I am disloyal to Hetar, but because I am horrified by what has been

 happening. It is too dangerous for me to write again. I am sending this letter by my late

 wife’s brother who captains one of our vessels. I know he is trustworthy. The Celestial

 Actuary protect us all in these perilous times. 

Lara set the letter aside. “Archeron is an honorable man,” she said. “He thought long and hard

about sending you this message, Magnus. Now do you truly understand our need for a military

force to protect Terah?” 

The Dominus nodded. “I wil  speak to Corrado first,” he said. “And then I wil  send to the

headmen of al  the fjord vil ages. We have seven named fjords. And there are many vil ages. 

This meeting must take place before the Icy Season sets in for it wil  be too difficult to gather

everyone once it does.” 

“You have no governing body?” Lara asked her husband. 

He shook his head. “I am the Dominus. It has always been this way in Terah. Once a High

Council was proposed, but it was believed that a council would be likely to get caught up in

debates, and then nothing would get done. Members of a council would also be open to

bribery and coercion. There are greedy and ambitious among us, too, Lara. It is better that

each vil age has its headman, who is responsible to me. I make the decisions based upon

what they tel  me. I do what is right for Terah,” Magnus Hauk said. “It has worked wel  for

centuries, except for the time in which Usi ruled over Terah.” 

“How did he gain such control over the land?” Lara wanted to know. 

“The Dominus at the time was a particularly kind man, and Usi is said to have bewitched him,” 

Magnus Hauk replied. 

“We must see that does not happen again,” Lara murmured. 

“It wil  not,” the Dominus said in a hard voice. 

The next morning Corrado joined Magnus Hauk and Lara. Sitting together they explained al

that had happened in the last few months, and why it was going to be necessary to raise a

military force to protect Terah. 

“But we are craftsmen and traders by nature,” Corrado protested. “We know naught of war.” 

“So you are content to be conquered by Hetar?” Lara said to him. She knew she would hear

this same protest over and over again once they met with the headmen from the many vil ages

located along the shores of the seven named fjords. 

“Wel , no,” Corrado said slowly, “but is there not another way?” 

“We are only proposing to defend ourselves from attack,” the Dominus answered. 

“We wil  initiate no hostilities ourselves, but we must be prepared in the event hostilities are

initiated by others, Corrado. And once that happens it wil  be too late unless we are prepared

for it. Pitchforks and hoes in the hands of farmers and craftsmen wil  not stop an invading

force. We need weapons, and we need men trained to know how to use them. The weapons

can be made over the winter months, and we can train the men then, too,” Magnus Hauk said. 

“Women are capable of fighting, too,” Lara told them. “I wil  train a force of women in

swordsmanship and staff.” 

Both her husband and Corrado looked horrified at her words. 

“Magnus!” Lara glared at him. “You know I can fight.” 

“Aye, you can, but Terahn women have never been warriors,” he replied. 

“Oh real y? What would you have cal ed Geltruda, the woman who destroyed Usi? Was she not

a warrior? A heroine? Women are every bit as capable as men, my lord Dominus, but if you

wish to cut your fighting force in half then do so. Andraste and I, however, wil  fight by your side

should it be necessary,” Lara told him. 

“Wil  Hetar send women warriors into battle?” 

“Nay, they wil  not,” Lara said. “Do you wish to be as stupid as Gaius Prospero who believes

that women are only good for pleasures, childbirth and housekeeping?” 

“We wil  invite women to join in protecting Terah, but we wil  not compel them to do so,” 

Magnus Hauk decided, and Lara kissed her husband’s cheek in approval. 

“I would not al ow Sirvat to join such a force,” Corrado said. 

“Sirvat must make her own choices,” Lara said quietly. “She is a member of Terah’s ruling

family, and wil  decide where best she may serve our homeland.” 

Corrado raised a quizzical eyebrow. “You are Hetarian,” he said. 

“I am Terahn,” she told him. “I could not choose where I was born, and actual y I was born in the

faerie realm, Corrado. My loyalties, however, are Terahn. Not because I am now its Domina, 

but because it is where my heart is.” 

To her surprise her husband’s captain of captains stood, and knelt suddenly at her feet. 

Looking up at Lara he said, “Forgive me, Domina. I am a fool.” 

“But only sometimes,” Lara replied with a smile, and she held out her hand to help him rise to

his feet again. 

Both men laughed aloud, and the Dominus said, “Let us continue to talk so we may decide

what is to be done. I thought to send messengers to the headmen of al  the named fjords, and

to the headmen of each of the vil ages inviting them to the castle. When we have assembled

them al  we wil  tel  them what has transpired, and what we must do to protect Terah.” 

“We wil  want Arik and Kemina at these meetings, too, for they represent the religious orders, 

and it is the Great Creator who wil  guide us in what we do now,” Lara noted. 

The two men nodded. 

“Archeron was brave to warn us,” Lara said. 

“Wil  we have time to prepare ourselves?” Corrado wondered. 

“Gaius Prospero wil  want to know more about us before he decides on a course of action,” 

Lara remarked thoughtful y. 

“How wil  he learn what he needs to know?” Magnus asked her. 

“He wil  send someone,” Lara said. “First he wil  ask permission for a Hetarian vessel to enter

Terah. You must refuse him, my lord. Then he wil  request permission for his emissary to come

to Terah upon one of our ships. You wil  send back a reply asking why he wants to send an

emissary to Terah.” 

“Wil  he not become impatient with al  this back and forth?” Corrado wondered. 

“Nay, for it is very Hetarian to query and bargain over an important matter such as this. It wil

not seem odd to the emperor at al . If you simply told him yes or no and refused to negotiate

further then he would find himself suspicious. But this Hetarian habit wil  give us al  the time we

need to build up a defense against our enemies,” Lara said. “And since the emperor’s

emissary wil  only be al owed to visit the castle on this first sojourn, we can fortify it and the

area around it so that we wil  look very wel  defended to his eyes. Eventual y we wil  have to

al ow him to see a vil age or two, but by then we wil  be truly wel  armed and ready.” 

“The old watchtowers on the coastal heights,” Corrado said. “They should be rebuilt, and

manned. We need an early warning system.” 

“I had forgotten about those,” the Dominus replied. “That is an excel ent suggestion, Corrado. I

wil  leave that task to you. You may have whatever you need.” 

“Would your headmen be frightened of smal  faeries?” Lara asked her husband. “I could ask

my mother for a dozen or more faeriepost messengers. They use them in Hetar, and they are

very useful for carrying messages quickly. We could make them a home here in the castle, and

for now only we would have them although later on I believe each vil age headman should

possess two of these tiny creatures each. You want to hold your meeting before the Icy

Season sets in, and we could cal  the headmen more quickly if we had faeriepost,” Lara

explained. 

“I have seen these creatures,” Corrado said with a chuckle. “The Coastal Kings have

sometimes used them to communicate with our vessels when we are anchored for trade. They

are most efficient, my lord Dominus.” 

Magnus Hauk nodded. “We must use whatever advantage we have,” he said. “Do whatever

you need to do, Lara, and bring Terah faeriepost.” 

Their meeting broke up, and when Lara and her husband were alone once more she turned to

him and said, “We must tel  the new Outlands of what is transpiring. They should have

faeriepost as wel .” 

“Do you want the clan lords at the meeting of headmen?” he asked her. 

“Just Rendor who is head of the Outlands High Council,” Lara replied. “This is an ideal

opportunity for us to let the fjord dwel ers know there are others beyond the Emerald

Mountains. The headmen do not have to know that six months ago the plains beyond the

mountains were empty. You said the fjord dwel ers have never gone beyond their own vil age

lands. They cannot know who or what lies on the other side of the mountains. I had not thought

to bring Terahns and Outlanders together yet, but I think now we have no other choice, 

Magnus. 

“You can tel  your headmen that the family of the Dominus has always known they were there, 

but that the people of the clan families have always been hesitant and reluctant to deal with

others, for they are peaceful folk. They pay their yearly tribute and keep to themselves. But

now, given the danger facing Terah, they have agreed to send their own high lord to your

council to offer what aid they may. Dasras and I wil  visit the mountain gnomes as a courtesy to

inform them of the coming peril, and of the fiction we have woven to protect the Outlanders,” 

Lara concluded. 

“Sometimes,” Magnus Hauk said, “I wonder if you are not too clever for me, Lara.” Then he

smiled, and ruffled her hair. “I can hope our children wil  take after you.” 

There it was again. The subject of children. How could he think of children when they were in

such jeopardy? He had been very shocked by what he had seen in the City, and yet he stil  did

not quite fathom the deviousness of Hetar. Hetar had to be stopped. She would not al ow them

to insinuate their guileful and aberrant customs into Terah. There was more than one way to

conquer a nation. She understood that. She worried her husband did not. She left him to his

planning, and sought a quiet place where she might communicate with Ethne. 

Her slender fingers caressed the crystal star hanging between her breasts.  Ethne,  she cal ed

silently to the guardian of the crystal. 

 I am here,  Ethne replied. 

Lara explained al  that had happened, and what her husband was planning. Then she said,  But

 I need faeriepost messengers. Will you go to my mother, and ask her if I may have some? I

 will see they are very well taken care of here, I promise. 

 I will go to her,  Ethne responded,  but tonight you must meet her on the dream plane and ask

 for this favor yourself, for it is a great boon you seek. I know you have asked her for little in

 your lifetime, but Queen Ilona would consider it a great rudeness if you did not speak with

 her about this yourself, Lara. 

 I understand,  Lara said.  Please tell my mother that I should appreciate it if she would see

 me tonight on the dream plane, Ethne. I will tell my husband, and sleep alone. 

 Wait,  Ethne said, and then after several long minutes she spoke again.  It is done, Lara, and

 your mother will be awaiting you. 

 Thank you,  Lara said. Then she went and told her husband that tonight she must sleep by

herself so that nothing impeded her journey to the dream plane, and her meeting with Queen

Ilona. He nodded reluctantly, but understood her need. They ate together and played two

games of Herder before Lara felt it was time for her to sleep. 

And when she slept she was almost immediately swept up to the dream plane. It was as

always misty in the beginning, and then Ilona appeared. Mother and daughter embraced. 

“What is it you need of me?” the queen of the Forest Faeries asked her eldest child. She

smiled at Lara, most happy to see her. 

Lara explained slowly al  that had happened since she had last seen her mother. She told Ilona

of the Terahns’ need for the smal  faeries who served as faeriepost messengers. “There is

little if any magic in Terah that I can see,” she said to Ilona. “They have gnomes in the

mountains, but they seem to have no faeries, though you have said there are. I have not found

them yet. The sorcerer whose shade I destroyed brought magic to Terah, but it seemed to

disappear when he was vanquished, Mother.” 

“Nay,” Ilona replied. “His magic is stil  here, but because it is dark magic it hides itself away

from the light. You are light, my daughter, and you shine throughout Terah, so it is you who have

kept this magic at bay. I wil  give you several dozen faeriepost messengers, Lara. I know you

wil  see they are wel  cared for and protected from harm. You had best cast a safety spel  upon

them when they arrive so no frightened Terahn can hurt them in their own fear,” the queen

advised. 

“I wil , Mother!” Lara promised. “Thank you. Are you wel ? And my brother, Cirilo? And your

consort, Thanos, too?” 

“We are al  wel , Lara,” her mother replied. 

“Mother, I saw a dark land,” Lara told Ilona. “Dasras and I were riding over Obscura, and I saw

the desert of the Shadow Princes curving to the south, but to the north there was a dark land. Is

Terah in danger from it, Mother?” 

“There is always danger from the darkness,” Ilona said, and then she began to fade slowly

from the dream plane. “Fol ow your destiny, my daughter,” she cal ed as she disappeared

completely. 

Lara awoke, and her first instinct was to laugh. The mortal side of her had always resented the

inscrutable, and the faerie world was always speaking to her in riddles. She saw it was

growing light outside of her chamber window. A new day. She had best prepare a habitat for

the faeriepost messengers today. They would quickly be here, she knew. Rising she cal ed to

Mila to help her dress, and bring her food. When Lara had eaten she went into the beautiful

garden overlooking the fjord. The day was gray, and a faint mist rose from the waters below. A

few late flowers offered splashes of color here and there, but the trees were almost al  bare of

their leaves now. Gazing about her she saw a tal  narrow tower on the south side. It soared

graceful y into the Terahn sky. 

“What are you gazing at?” Sirvat was at her side. 

“There,” Lara pointed. “That tower. Who lives in it?” 

“No one,” Sirvat answered her. “It was once our grandmother’s quarters when our father was

Dominus. She loved the tower because its windows faced south, and it was always warm. She

lived to be very old.” Her hands gently rubbed her bel y as she spoke. 

“How do you get into it?” Lara asked. 

“Come, I’l  show you,” Sirvat said leading Lara across the great gardens. “The tower appears

to be part of the castle, but it real y isn’t,” she explained. “There is no entrance into it but from

here in the garden.” They had reached the tower, and Sirvat’s hand searched along the stones

of the structure until she found what she sought. The smal  door to the tower opened slowly. 

“There is no key,” she told her companion. “The door opens by pressing a smal  lever beneath

this stone. Mark it wel .” 

Lara peered careful y at the location of the wal  stone. “I have it,” she said. 

“Come then,” Sirvat invited her, and together the two young women stepped into the tower. “I

can stil  climb stairs, albeit more slowly now,” she chuckled. 

On the first landing was a lovely sunny smal  chamber. It was empty. They found identical

chambers on the second and top landing of the tower. Lara was delighted. 

“This wil  be perfect for them!” she exclaimed. 

“For who?” Sirvat inquired. 

“My mother is giving Terah faeriepost messengers,” Lara explained. “I wanted to find a safe

shelter for them here at the castle.” 

“Faeriepost messengers?” Sirvat looked confused. 

“They are tiny members of the faerie race, and their purpose is to deliver messages,” Lara

said. “Terah faeries are hidden, so you have no faeriepost.” 

“Why do we need them?” Sirvat asked as they descended back down the tower stairs, and

exited out into the garden. Behind them the door closed. 

“How much has Corrado told you?” Lara wanted to know. 

“He has told me nothing, which is why I came looking for you this morning,” Sirvat said. “He

says I must be protected since I am carrying his child.” 

The two women reentered the castle, and going to the royal apartments made themselves

comfortable in the Domina’s day room. 

“See we are not disturbed,” Lara told her serving woman, Mila. Then she turned to Sirvat. “I do

not know how much you know of the trade between Hetar and Terah.” 

“I know we have a trade with the Coastal Kings,” Sirvat said. 

“They are but one of Hetar’s regions,” Lara said. “For centuries they have traded with you for

the luxury goods Terah makes. The rest of Hetar believed they manufactured these goods

themselves, and the Coastal Kings never said they did not. Now, however, the emperor of

Hetar has learned otherwise. Sooner or later he wil  send someone to Terah. Their purpose

wil  ostensibly be to trade directly with Terah, and not get their goods through the Coastal

Kings. But they wil  also be looking to see if Terah can be conquered by Hetar. Hetar is

overpopulated and needs to expand its borders. This past spring it invaded the Outlands

where the clan families live. Fortunately we had warning of this betrayal of the ancient treaties. 

The clan families, along with their homes, goods and chattel were removed from the Outlands, 

and resettled here in Terah.” 

Sirvat gasped. “Did you use your magic to bring them here? I assumed you did when Corrado

told me of these Outlanders.” 

Lara laughed. Sirvat’s fascination with magic always amused her. “Yes. The clan families were

brought to the far side of the Emerald Mountains where the land is much like the land they left. 

This has been a secret, but soon we wil  confide in the headmen of the fjord vil ages. They wil

be led to believe that the clan families have existed on the other side of the mountains for

centuries, and only the ruling family knew of it. 

“Hetar has now extended its borders, but al  that the emperor promised his Mercenaries was

not there. No vil ages, or herds, or slaves to be taken. The Shadow Princes even used their

powers to close the hil sides where the mines had been. Only the land existed in fact for the

invaders. Gaius Prospero, Hetar’s emperor, has had to expend his own monies helping to

make the Outlands habitable. It is going to take them years. But he wil  want to recoup his

losses as quickly as possible, and so he wil  look to Terah.” 

“He wil  want to see if we are weak, if we can be conquered, too,” Sirvat said. 

“Exactly!” Lara agreed. 

“So we have to show this Hetarian who comes that we are not weak,” Sirvat responded. “We

have to build an army, Lara.” 

“Aye, we do, and we are going to build one,” Lara replied. “Corrado is in charge of rebuilding

the coastal watchtowers. The headmen of the fjord vil ages wil  soon meet with the Dominus. 

Magnus wil  explain the situation, and then we wil  prepare to mount our defenses for Terah. 

And that is why we need the faeriepost. They wil  aid us in communicating quickly with each

other. Each headman’s vil age wil  be given a pair of faeries.” 

“I want to help!” Sirvat said. 

“And so you shal ,” Lara promised her. “But I must assign you a task that wil  not distress

Corrado. At least until after you have delivered his child.” 

The two women giggled conspiratorial y. 

“I plan to use your grandmother’s south tower to house the faeriepost messengers who wil  live

here in the castle before some of them are disbursed to the vil ages. There are certain things

these little creatures need for their comfort, and when I have told you, and shown you, I wil

leave you, Sirvat, to prepare for our guests.” 

“I wil  gladly prepare for these faeries who wil  be the first of their kind in Terah. It is an honor to

be able to serve the faerie kingdom,” Sirvat said. “Tel  me what I must do, and I wil  begin at

once.” 

“Excel ent!” Lara exclaimed. “We must work quickly, for I know now that my mother has

promised us these tiny helpers they wil  be coming quickly.” 

“I’l  cal  you when I have completed my task,” Sirvat said getting up, and hurrying away. “And I’l

keep our secrets,” she cal ed out softly. 

Lara smiled. It would go wel . When Hetar came to investigate Terah they would discover not

only a prosperous land, but a strong one. But the dark land to the north had begun to prey on

her mind, intrude into her thoughts. The unknown was always the most frightening thing of al . 

But she shook off her fears. One thing at a time, and for now the defense of Terah must occupy

them. 

The tiny faeriepost messengers arrived two days later. They had flown across the Sagitta, and

were exhausted. Delighted with the accommodation made for them in the south tower they

settled in to rest themselves for several days. Sirvat had taken it upon herself to personal y

serve them, which pleased the faeries greatly, for Lara had explained she was the Dominus’s

sister. That the Terahn ruler’s sister would see to their comfort convinced the faeries that they

were welcome, and would be content in Terah. 

Lara placed a safety spel  upon the faeriepost band, and seven were dispatched to the

headman of each named fjord. Al  returned unharmed with tales of the Terahns’ surprise at

seeing them. But al  spoke of the courtesy they had been rendered. The headmen of each

named fjord had then sent to each of the vil age leaders to come with their wives for they were

cal ed to the castle. They would come, the faeriepost messengers reported, with al  due haste. 

Messengers were then sent to Arik, the High Priest, at the Temple of the Great Creator; to

Kemina, the High Priestess of the Daughters of the Great Creator, and to the leaders of the

mountain gnomes inviting them to the castle meeting. Dasras was dispatched to bring Rendor

from the new Outlands. 

And when al  had been assembled Magnus Hauk, Dominus of Terah, told these leaders of his

land everything that had transpired. Then he surprised them by introducing Rendor, lord of the

Felan, to them. The fjord dwel ers were astounded to learn that there were people dwel ing

beyond the Emerald Mountains. Fulcrum and Gul topp, the two gnome leaders, understood the

Dominus’s reasoning for tel ing the fjord dwel ers that the clan families had always been there. 

They kept their own counsel and listened. 

“My captain of captains, Lord Corrado, has been seeing to the rebuilding of the coastal

watchtowers in recent weeks. These towers must be manned at al  times from now on,” the

Dominus said. “And we must build a defense force to keep Terah safe.” 

“We are craftsmen, my lord Dominus,” the leader of the Jewel Fjord said. “What do we know

of weapons, and war?” 

“If we are strong there wil  be no war,” Magnus Hauk answered. “And you can learn to wield

weapons as skil ful y as you wield your jeweler’s tools. Our armies are for defensive purposes

only. They are to deter any invasion by indicating our great strength.” 

“May I speak, my lord Dominus?” Lara asked him. 

“The Domina would speak,” Magnus Hauk said nodding to his wife. 

“My lords, I was born in the faerie realm, but raised in Hetar. My father, a mortal man as

yourself, was a Mercenary before he became a Crusader Knight. He is a great warrior. There

are many great warriors in Hetar. If they come to Terah they wil  overwhelm you if you cannot

defend yourselves. If we show the emissary — who Hetar wil  surely send us sooner than later

— that we are capable of defending our homeland, they wil  think better of invading Terah. It is

likely we wil  never have to fight them, but it is better to be wel  prepared. Each of your vil ages

must raise a fighting force. You have no other choice, I fear. It is not a bad thing for a man to

know how to defend himself and what is his,” Lara told them. 

“It is easy for you, Domina, for you are a woman,” the headman from the Jewel Fjord said. “You

do not have to fight.” 

“My lords, like my father, I am a warrior. I have slain men in battle,” Lara told them. And she

silently cal ed Andraste to come to her. 

They looked disbelieving at her, but then gasped at the sword that instantly appeared in her

hand. 

“This is Andraste, my weapon,” Lara explained. She raised the sheathed sword above her

head, holding it by the protected blade. 

There was another gasp as those gathered for the meeting spied the face in the sword, and

Andraste opened her jeweled eyes to look out at them. 

“I am Andraste,” the sword’s deep voice echoed across the counsel chamber. “I drink the

blood of the wicked and the unjust. I serve my mistress, the swordswoman Lara, daughter of

Swiftsword. Together we have slain many. Who would doubt my word?” Andraste demanded

of them. 

The chamber was silent. 

“Then heed my mistress’s words, men and women of Terah. She walks in the light.” Andraste

now fel  silent, and her eyes closed once more. 

“Women, not al  women, but some, are capable of defending Terah. I wil  teach those who

would come to me,” Lara said. 

Magnus Hauk put his arm about his wife. The look on his face was one of great pride. “I wil

now tel  you how together we can accomplish what we need to do for our own protection,” he

said to them. And over the next few hours he, Corrado and Lara did. 

After several days, the headmen of each named fjord, the headmen of the fjord vil ages and

their wives departed back to their own homes. Two faeriepost messengers went with each

ship sailing from the Dominus’s Fjord. And just as the Icy Season began, ships from each

named fjord — the Silk, the Jewel, the Ocean, the Star, the Green and the Light — arrived

fil ed with men, both old and young, who had volunteered to be trained for the new Terahn

army. And Lara, using her magic, brought seven hundred young men from the seven clan

families to join the others. She and Magnus had decided that this would be a good beginning

toward uniting al  their people. 

Throughout the winter those men who had served for years as men-at-arms for the castle, and

some of the older new Outlanders, taught the younger men their fighting skil s. But Lara taught

them swordsmanship. And she cal ed upon her old teacher, Lothair, of the Shadow Princes, to

help her. He had gladly come. By the time the spring began to show evidence of coming Terah

had the beginning of its first army. The fjord dwel ers and the new Outlanders integrated wel . 

The fact that there were seven named fjords and seven clan families seemed to draw them

together. 

Spring came, and the hil s around them grew greener. Sirvat easily delivered a son, named

Hali. The Sagitta welcomed ships again, and the Terahn trading fleet set out for the season. 

As Lara had predicted, one of their captains returned with a request from Hetar to send a ship

to visit the Dominus. The answer was sent back: no. Any Hetarian ship entering Terahn waters

would be sunk. Lara laughed when her husband wrote it, sealing it with the Dominus’s ring

seal in the hot wax. 

“You are going to intrigue Gaius Prospero even more with such a fierce reply,” she giggled. 

“He knows so little of Terah, and he so desperately wants to know more.” 

Several weeks passed, and then a second message was brought to Magnus Hauk. “He wants

to send an emissary. Hetar and Terah wil  meet at the trading place, and the emissary wil

transfer to the Terahn vessel with my guarantee he wil  not be harmed,” the Dominus told his

wife. 

“Summer is almost here,” Lara said. “Let us wait a while before you reply. Then send to the

emperor saying you wil  consider his suggestion.” 

In midsummer Magnus Hauk did just that, and then they waited again. 

A new message arrived. The emperor appreciated the Dominus’s courtesy in considering his

request. He would await Terah’s final answer. 

“Jonah wrote that,” Lara said laughing. “Gaius Prospero is fuming that you have not acceded

to his demands. His curiosity is eating him up.” 

Final y in late summer Magnus Hauk sent to the emperor of Hetar. He would al ow a single

emissary to visit him. One man. Not even a servant would be al owed to accompany him. The

Dominus would personal y guarantee the emissary’s safety while he was in Terahn hands. If

the emperor would be so kind as to inform them when the emissary was coming they would

make the proper preparations to welcome him. He would not be al owed to disembark from

his ship until those preparations were firmly in place. Lara had suggested this tactic to delay

the emissary’s arrival even more. 

“Proper preparations are something Hetar wil  understand perfectly,” she said. “Manner and

civility are very important to them. How they appear to others is one of their greatest

concerns,” Lara explained. 

The message was sent. Another received saying Hetar would wait to be informed until the

proper preparations were completed. 

“Now,” Lara said, “you wil  make them wait just a wee bit longer before you agree to welcome

Hetar’s emissary. If we time it properly our visitor wil  come for the briefest stay because it wil

be just before the Icy Season sets in again. Our visitor wil  want to be gone before he cannot

go. And the seas wil  not be particularly friendly by then. It should be a most uncomfortable

voyage for the Hetarian.” 

“I think you are enjoying al  of this,” Magnus told her. They were together in their bed as they

spoke. “There is a decidedly wicked streak in you, Domina.” He kissed the top of her golden

head, and cupping a single breast caressed it tenderly. 

“Of course I can be wicked, my lord,” Lara admitted. “Al  women can. Umm, that feels nice,” 

she purred. 

“We wil  send our message in two weeks time,” the Dominus said, and then he put his wife

beneath him and shared passionate pleasures with her. 

TWO MONTHS LATER Corrado’s ship, its lavender sails bil owing in the late autumn wind, sailed

up the Dominus’s Fjord carrying the emissary from Hetar. The emissary was relieved to be off

of the sea, which had seemed to him to be boiling and rol ing from the moment he set foot

upon his Terahn transport. He looked around him. There were manned stone watchtowers set

on both sides of the fjords’ heights as their ship entered the inland waterway. He swore that he

saw mirrored signals being sent as they came in from the sea. The steep hil s on either side of

the fjord were greener than anything he had ever seen. As their ship rounded a sharp bend the

emissary saw a magnificent castle ahead of them. It was worthy of a great ruler. He was

impressed. 

Built of dark gray stone, the royal dwel ing sprang from the mountainside, its towers soaring

upward into the bright blue autumn skies. There were planted terraces that seemed to hang

suspended over the fjord. There was nothing at al  like it in Hetar. Then their vessel docked, 

tying up at a long stone quay. The dock was lined on either side by armed guardsmen who

stood straight and tal . 

“My lord, if you wil  al ow me to escort you to the Dominus,” Captain Corrado said. “I hope you

appreciate the guard of honor sent for you. Visitors are rarely welcome here.” He led his

passenger from the deck, down the gangway and onto the quay. The guardsmen fel  into

formation, half behind them, and half ahead. Corrado led the visitor into the stone entrance, 

and together they stepped upon the transport with their guard. “The lifts are powered by giants

whose task it is to pul  their passengers up, or lower them down,” Corrado explained. 

“Most unique,” the Hetarian emissary said. There was nothing like this in Hetar. 

Reaching their destination Corrado escorted his companion down a hal  lit with crystal globes

of firebugs. There were guardsmen stationed along its length. At the end of the corridor were

two tal  bronze doors. Two men at the head of the escort jumped forward to fling open the

doors. Corrado never broke stride, although the emissary stumbled nervously as his eyes

swept the great chamber. 

It was round, and topped by an alabaster dome. The floors were great blocks of marble edged

in narrow bands of pure gold. The stone wal s were hung with heavy ornate tapestries, and

they walked upon a beautiful narrow carpet of pure scarlet wool. At the end of the carpet was a

white marble dais shot through with veins of gold. Three steps led to the top of the dais. Into

the bottom step was carved the word, TERAH. Into the second step was the word, DOMINA, 

and the third step read DOMINUS. The chamber was lit by torches that had been fitted into

footed bronze stands. A great crystal candelabra hung from the very center of the dome. 

Censers of incense — myrrh, the emissary thought, sniffing as delicately as he could — were

set about the room. 

Magnus Hauk, Dominus of Terah, arose to greet the emissary. He was garbed in a brocaded

gold robe sewn with pearls and sparkling gemstones. About his dark blond head was a

narrow gold circlet studded with a large single ruby in its center. His turquoise-blue eyes were

al  the more startling for the gold he wore. “Welcome to Terah,” the Dominus said. 

The emissary bowed low, but his eyes were already going to the woman — also garbed in

gold, with a ruby-and-golden circlet about her forehead, her gold-and-gilt hair flowing around

her — who had come forward to stand by her husband’s side. 

“I echo the Dominus’s greeting, Lord Jonah. Welcome to Terah,” Lara said smiling, one

elegant and delicate little hand upon the distended bel y that even her exquisite robe could not

hide. 

Jonah smiled a weak smile in return. He sensed this was not going to go the way Gaius

Prospero wanted. He could feel that Hetar was already at a disadvantage. Terah was clearly a

strong land, and would not be taken easily, if at al . It was even possible that Terah might

conquer Hetar if they chose to do so. He suddenly recal ed the words of the prophecy, written

in the Book of Hetar, in the temple of the Celestial Actuary, words that neither Gaius Prospero

nor he ever wanted to speak. 

 From the darkness came a maiden. From the golden light came a warrior. From a distant

 tomorrow comes Hetar’s true destiny. 

He shivered. Looking at Lara, Domina of Terah, Jonah knew in his heart that this beautiful

woman would indeed be Hetar’s true destiny one day. But how? He could not even begin to

imagine. 
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